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( PREFACE )

★
This book explores the motives that drove the Soviet Union in the Cold War,
a global confrontation with the United States and its allies. The opening of
archives in Russia and other countries of the onetime Communist bloc provides
fascinating opportunities to write about the Soviet past. The abundance of
sources on domestic politics and social and cultural developments behind the
former iron curtain is astounding. One can now examine Politburo deliberations,
read hour-by-hour cable correspondence between Communist leaders, observe
how impulses from above trickled down into the bureaucracy, and even read the
private journals of Communist apparatchiks. A series of critical oral history
projects brought together veterans of the decision-making process and provided
the emotional background that is missing in the bureaucratic paperwork.

With all these sources, it became possible to write about the Cold War not just
as a clash of great powers and as an accumulation of deadly weaponry. Above all,
every history is the story of people and their motives, hopes, crimes, illusions,
and mistakes. The Soviet Cold War had many fronts and dimensions—from
Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin to Moscow kitchens, where dissidents spoke about
Communism ‘‘with a human face,’’ from the Politburo in the Kremlin to stu-
dents’ dorms. It was a war of nerves and resources, but above all it was a struggle
of ideas and values.∞ Also, truly international comparative studies have become
possible, an intellectual accomplishment that helps place Soviet policies and
behavior in a larger perspective—the context of empire. Recently, scholars have
done a great deal of research illuminating the leverage of the Kremlin’s allies and
satellites upon Soviet international behavior. Some of the most striking findings
in the ‘‘new’’ Cold War historiography reveal how the People’s Republic of China,
North Korea, East Germany, Cuba, Afghanistan, and various other clients af-
fected Moscow’s motives, plans, and calculations.≤

These expanding horizons and new methodological challenges shaped this
book. A Russian scholar by nationality and training, I have lived and worked in
the United States since the early 1990s. Months of research in Russian, American,
and other archives, participation in numerous international scholarly confer-
ences, and exchanges with colleagues, friends, and critics have greatly influenced
the last fifteen years of my life. My participation in the cnn twenty-four-part
television project on Cold War history was a new experience that alerted me to the
significance of perceptions, images, and collective imagination. Finally, teaching
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prefacex

at Temple University continues to remind me that the lessons and experience of
the past do not pass automatically to new generations. Without constant explora-
tion, discussion, and revision, the lessons and experience of the Cold War be-
come boring statistics. It is challenging, but necessary, to address this bygone
confrontation between the two great superpowers and explain how it shaped the
modern world.

This book continues the exploration I started with Constantine Pleshakov
more than a decade ago.≥ My conceptual framework for explaining Soviet motives
and behavior remains the same. It is a revolutionary-imperial paradigm. Security
and power were the primary objectives for Stalin and his successors. These
leaders used all available methods of power politics and diplomacy to promote
Soviet state interests in a competitive world. At the same time, Stalin’s and his
successors’ foreign policy motivations cannot be separated from how they thought
and who they were. The leaders of the Soviet Union, as well as Soviet elites and
millions of Soviet citizens, were the inheritors of the great and tragic revolution
and were motivated by a messianic ideology. It is impossible to explain Soviet
motives in the Cold War without at least trying to understand how the Soviet
leaders, elites, and people understood the world and themselves. One way to
approach this problem is to look at Soviet ideology. Another way to understand
Soviet motives is to look at the Soviet experience, especially the impact of World
War II. A third way is to examine the lives of Soviet leaders and the elites, as well
as the cultural factors that shaped them.

The book consists of ten chapters, organized around the major developments,
policies, and leaders on the Soviet side of the Cold War. Chapter 1 explores the
enormous impact of World War II on the Soviet political class and general public
and explains how the wartime experience was translated into a quest not only for
security but also for geopolitical dominance and external empire. Chapter 2
explains why Stalin’s policies, so remarkably successful in building the Soviet
empire, shattered the fragile postwar cooperation among the great powers and
helped launch the Cold War. Chapter 3 uses the case study of Soviet policies in
Germany to highlight the confrontation between the Kremlin’s geopolitical de-
signs and the realities and dynamics of Soviet empire in Central Europe. Chapter
4 analyzes the changes in Soviet foreign policy after Stalin’s death that resulted
not only from the new ideological and geopolitical aims of the new leadership but
also from Soviet domestic politics. Chapter 5 explores the impact of the thermo-
nuclear revolution and new ballistic missile technologies on Soviet national se-
curity thinking, focusing especially on Khrushchev’s unique contribution to the
most dangerous crises of the Cold War.

Chapter 6 is very important, as it introduces the theme of the social and
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preface xi

cultural transformation of Soviet elites and society away from Stalinism. It ana-
lyzes the romanticism and optimism of the de-Stalinization period and also the
first cracks in the Cold War home front and the emergence of a new generation,
the ‘‘men and women of the sixties,’’ a phenomenon that would echo powerfully
twenty-five years later under Mikhail Gorbachev. Chapter 7 looks at the Soviet
motives for détente, with special emphasis on Leonid Brezhnev’s personal moti-
vation and involvement. Chapter 8 describes Soviet perceptions of détente’s de-
cline and the road that brought Soviet troops to Afghanistan. Chapter 9 deals
with the power transition from the Kremlin’s old guard to Mikhail Gorbachev
and the cohort of ‘‘men and women of the sixties.’’ In the final chapter, which
focuses on various interpretations of the end of the Cold War and collapse of the
Soviet Union, I o√er my own explanation, emphasizing the extraordinary role of
Gorbachev’s personality and his romantic ideology of ‘‘new thinking.’’

The study of such an event-packed period of history obviously cannot hope to
be complete in a single volume. To make amends for any oversight on my part I
refer readers to many great books and articles that cover in-depth the history of
the Cold War from a truly international perspective. I hope this book will com-
pensate for its omissions of some events and the superficial treatment of others
with its scope and devotion to major themes. The omission I regret most, how-
ever, is the lack of a systematic review of Soviet economic and financial history.
The last chapters of the book make it clear that the nature of the economic
malaise of the 1970s and 1980s during and following Brezhnev’s regime and the
political class’s inability to deal with it greatly contributed to the decline of Soviet
global influence and ultimately became one of the major causes of Soviet col-
lapse. Also, a deeper study of Soviet military thinking and the military-industrial
complex would have undoubtedly allowed me to turn many hunches and tentative
hypotheses about Soviet international behavior into solid conclusions. Thus, the
best book is the one that is still to be written.

This book would not have been possible without strong encouragement, unflag-
ging support, and vital inspiration from numerous friends and colleagues. My
great fortune is to have belonged for many years to the international network of
Cold War scholars. The Cold War International History Project at the Woodrow
Wilson Center for International Scholars was at the center of this network. My
cwihp ‘‘veteran’’ t-shirt remembers many conferences where I presented my
research and enriched it with insights and input from the network of inter-
national scholarship. cwihp leaders James G. Hershberg, David Wol√, and
Christian Ostermann provided me with criticism and advice, editorial assistance,
and prompt access to newly available archival sources. I also express my heartfelt
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prefacexii

thanks to Melvyn Le√ler, Je√rey Brooks, William C. Wohlforth, James Blight,
Philip Brenner, Archie Brown, Jack Matlock, Robert English, Raymond Gartho√,
Leo Gluchowsky, Mark Kramer, Jacques Lévesque, Odd Arne Westad, Norman
Naimark, Victor Zaslavsky, and Eric Shiraev for sharing with me ideas, docu-
ments, and critical comments. Mel Le√ler showed me the results of his most
recent research on American foreign policy. Chen Jian, a leading Chinese Ameri-
can historian with whom I share a birthday, enlightened me on many nuances in
the relationship between the ‘‘big brother’’ (the ussr) and the People’s Republic
of China.

I began research on this book when I worked at the National Security Archive,
a unique nongovernmental think tank and library, now based at George Wash-
ington University. Thomas S. Blanton, Malcolm Byrne, William Burr, Will Ferro-
giaro, Peter Kornbluh, Sue Bechtel, and Svetlana Savranskaya helped me to com-
bine research with the great adventure of discovering new evidence on the Cold
War from various archives around the world. Since 2001, the history department
of Temple University has provided me with a new academic home and the place
where academics meet students, their most natural ‘‘customers.’’ Richard Im-
merman convinced me that some parallels between U.S. and Soviet decision
making and actions, especially in the third world, were not just figments of my
imagination. My other colleagues, especially James Hilty, Howard Spodek, Jay B.
Lockenour, David Farber, Petra Goedde, and Will Hitchcock, gave me encour-
agement, human and professional. Ralph Young broadened my mind with his
stories on how the Soviet threat was perceived by Americans during the 1950s
and 1960s.

This book would have been unthinkable without the support and advice of
numerous scholars and archivists in Russia, among them Vladimir Pechatnov,
Sergei Mironenko, Oleg Naumov, Alexander Chubaryan, Natalia Yegorova, Nata-
lia G. Tomilina, Tatiana Goryaeva, Zoia Vodopianova, Oleg Skvortsov, Yuri Smir-
nov, Leonid Gibiansky, Elena Zubkova, and Rudolf Pikhoia. Sergei Kudryashov,
the editor of Istochnik, continually expressed interest in my research. The president
of Georgia, Eduard Shevardnadze, found time for an interview and authorized
access to the Presidential Archive in Georgia. I am deeply thankful to the sta√s of
the Gorbachev Foundation, the Russian State Archive for Social and Political
History, the Archive of the Foreign Ministry of the Russian Federation, the Rus-
sian State Archive for Contemporary History, the Central Archive of Public Move-
ments of Moscow, the Presidential Archive of Georgia, and the State Archives of
Armenia for being patient with my endless requests. Russian Cold War veterans
taught me, among many things, to evaluate documents in personal and historical
context. I am especially grateful to Anatoly Chernyaev, Anatoly Dobrynin, Georgy
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Shakhnazarov, Karen Brutents, Georgy Arbatov, Georgy Kornienko, Nikolai De-
tinov, Victor Starodubov, Victor Sukhodrev, Rostislav Sergeev, Yegor Ligachev,
Sergo Mikoyan, David Sturua, Oleg Troyanovsky, and Alexander N. Yakovlev. Oleg
Skvortsov provided the transcripts of his interviews with some veterans of the
Gorbachev administration, conducted in the framework of the Oral History Proj-
ect on the End of the Cold War, under the auspices of the National Security Archive
and the Institute for General History, Russian Academy of Science.

The grants from the Carnegie Corporation of New York funded my research
activities in Russia, Georgia, and Armenia. At various stages of my work, Jochen
Laufer, Michael Lemke, Michael Thumann, Geir Lundestad, Olav Njolstad, Csaba
Bekes, Alfred Rieber, Istvan Rev, Leopoldo Nuti, Victor Zaslavsky, Elena Aga-
Rossi, and Silvio Pons provided me with research opportunities and funds in
Germany, Norway, Hungary, and Italy. Most recently, the Collegium Budapest, La
Scuola di Alti Studi imt di Lucca, and Luiss Guido Carli University in Rome pro-
vided me with magnificent environments and support for the final editing work.

My deepest gratitude is reserved for those who read the manuscript in its
entirety or in parts. John Lewis Gaddis and William Taubman read several drafts
of the manuscript, pushing me every time to make it clearer and shorter. Ralph
Young, Bob Wintermute, and Uta Kresse-Raina were invaluable first readers.
Je√rey Brooks, William C. Wohlforth, David Farber, Richard Immerman, Petra
Goedde, Viktor Zaslavsky, Howard Spodek, and David Zierler commented on
di√erent parts and chapters. And at the University of North Carolina Press, Chuck
Grench and Paula Wald were patient and helpful in every way.

Writing and research demands solitude, yet also the unflagging support of
loved ones. My wife, Elena, my children, Andrei and Misha, and my parents,
Liudmila and Martin Zubok, made up my most important support group. My
parents remained my greatest inspiration for this book. It took me a long time to
write about the Soviet Cold War. They, however, had to live it from the beginning
to the end. This book is dedicated to them.
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( ABBREVIATIONS )

★
The following abbreviations are used throughout this book.

abm antiballistic missile
adp Azerbaijan Democratic Party
ak Polish Home Army
ccp Communist Party of China
cdu Christian Democratic Union (Germany)
comecon

(cmea)
Council for Mutual Economic Assistance

Cominform Information Bureau of the Communist Parties
Comintern Communist International
cpsu Communist Party of the Soviet Union
csu Christian Social Union (Germany)
drv Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam)
edc European Defense Community
frg Federal Republic of Germany
gdr German Democratic Republic
gko State Defense Committee
gmd Guomindang (China’s nationalist government)
Gosplan State Planning Committee
gru Main Intelligence Directorate at the General Sta√

(Soviet military intelligence)
icbm intercontinental ballistic missile
jafc Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee
kgb Committee for State Security
Komsomol All-Union Leninist Communist Union of Youth
mgb Ministry of State Security (Stalin’s secret police)
mpla Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola
ndpd National Democratic Party of Germany
nkgb People’s Commissariat for State Security (1941–46)
nkvd People’s Commissariat for Internal A√airs (1934–46)
pci Italian Communist Party
prc People’s Republic of China
puwp Polish United Workers Party (Communist Party of Poland)
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abbreviationsxvi

rvsn Soviet Strategic Rocket Forces
salt Strategic Arms Limitations Treaty
scc Soviet Control Commission
sdi Strategic Defense Initiative
sed Socialist Unity Party of Germany
smag Soviet Military Administration, Germany, 1945–49
smersh ‘‘Death to the Spies’’ (Stalin’s military intelligence in

the Soviet Army, 1941–45)
spd Social Democratic Party of Germany
voa Voice of America
wto Warsaw Treaty Organization (Warsaw Pact)
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( A FAILED EMPIRE )

★

I? GPI?S 5 2?GIC 1 MG C :FC SGCQ G G QFC / I =? D Q?IG Q 3 ?AFCS :FC GSC PGQT
D QF /? IG ? 7 CPP 7 8 CPQ 1 /C Q ?I FQQM C AC Q ?I M N CPQ A IG QQG EF? CQ?GI ?AQG - A40,

/ C?QC D QQG EF?   

/
MT

GE
FQ

U
:F

C
GS

C
PG

QT
D

QF
/

?
IG

?
7

CP
P

.
II

GE
FQ

P
CP

C
SC



This page intentionally left blank 

I? GPI?S 5 2?GIC 1 MG C :FC SGCQ G G QFC / I =? D Q?IG Q 3 ?AFCS :FC GSC PGQT
D QF /? IG ? 7 CPP 7 8 CPQ 1 /C Q ?I FQQM C AC Q ?I M N CPQ A IG QQG EF? CQ?GI ?AQG - A40,

/ C?QC D QQG EF?   

/
MT

GE
FQ

U
:F

C
GS

C
PG

QT
D

QF
/

?
IG

?
7

CP
P

.
II

GE
FQ

P
CP

C
SC



( CHAPTER 1 )

THE SOVIET PEOPLE AND

STALIN BETWEEN WAR

AND PEACE, 1945

★

Roosevelt believed that Russians would come and bow

down to America and beg, since Russia is a poor country,

without industry, without bread. But we looked at it di√erently.

For the people were ready for sacrifice and struggle.

—Molotov, June 1976

We are guided not by emotions, but by reason,

analysis, and calculation.

—Stalin, January 9, 1945

On the morning of June 24, 1945, rain was pouring down on Red Square, but tens
of thousands of elite Soviet troops hardly noticed it. They stood at attention,
ready to march through the square to celebrate their triumph over the Third
Reich. At precisely ten o’clock, Marshal Georgy Zhukov emerged from the Krem-
lin’s gates riding a white stallion and gave the signal for the Parade of Victory to
begin. At the peak of the celebration, the medal-bedecked o≈cers hurled two
hundred captured German banners onto the pedestal of Lenin’s Mausoleum. The
pomp and circumstance of the parade was impressive but misleading. Despite its
victory, the Soviet Union was an exhausted giant. ‘‘Stalin’s empire was won with
reservoirs of Soviet blood,’’ concludes British historian Richard Overy.∞ Just how
much blood is still debated by military historians and demographers. Contrary to
common Western perceptions, Soviet human reserves were not limitless; by the
end of World War II, the Soviet army was no less desperate for human material
than was the German army. No wonder Soviet leadership and experts were pre-
cise in calculating the damage to Soviet property during the Nazi invasion but
were afraid of revealing the real numbers of human casualties. In February 1946,
Stalin said that the ussr had lost seven million. In 1961, Nikita Khrushchev
‘‘upgraded’’ the number to twenty million. Since 1990, after the o≈cial investiga-
tion, the count of human losses has risen to 26.6 million, including 8,668,400
uniformed personnel. Yet even this number is open to debate, with some Russian
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scholars claiming the tally to be incomplete.≤ In retrospect, the Soviet Union won
a Pyrrhic victory over Nazi Germany.

Enormous combat and civilian losses resulted from the Nazi invasion and
atrocities as well as from the total war methods practiced by the Soviet political
and military leadership. An appalling indi√erence to human life marked Soviet
conduct of the war from beginning to end. By contrast, the total American
human losses in two theaters, European and Pacific, did not exceed 293,000.

The evidence made available after the collapse of the Soviet Union corrobo-
rates early American intelligence estimates of Soviet economic weakness.≥ The
o≈cial estimate set the total damage at 679 billion rubles. This figure, according
to this estimate, ‘‘surpasses the national wealth of England or Germany and
constitutes one third of the overall national wealth of the United States.’’ As with
human losses, the estimates of material damage were equally huge. Later Soviet
calculations assessed the cost of the war at 2.6 trillion rubles.∂

New evidence reveals that the vast majority of Soviet functionaries and people
did not want conflict with the West and preferred to focus on peaceful recon-
struction. Yet, as we know, after the end of World War II, Soviet behavior in
Eastern Europe was brutal and uncompromising. In the Middle East and the Far
East, the Soviet Union pushed hard for bases, oil concessions, and spheres of
influence. All this, along with ideological rhetoric, gradually brought Moscow
into confrontation with the United States and Great Britain. How could such an
exhausted and ruined country stand up to the West? What domestic and external
factors accounted for the Soviet Union’s international behavior? What were Sta-
lin’s goals and strategies?

triumph and hangover

The war against the Nazis had a liberating e√ect on the Soviet public.∑ During the
1930s, indiscriminate state terror had constantly blurred boundaries between
good and evil—an individual could be a ‘‘Soviet man or woman’’ today and an
‘‘enemy of the people’’ tomorrow. Social paralysis, the result of the great terror of
the 1930s, was gone in the crucible of war, and many people again began to think
and act independently. In the trenches, people forged bonds of camaraderie and
trusted each other again. As in European countries during World War I, the
‘‘front generation’’ or ‘‘generation of victors’’ emerged in the ussr during the
Great Patriotic War. Those who belonged to this community satisfied the need
for friendship, solidarity, and cooperation that was often lacking at home. For
some, it remained the most important experience of their lives.∏

The war had other profound e√ects as well. O≈cial ineptitude, blunders, sel-
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fishness, and lies during the great Soviet retreat of 1941–42 undermined the
authority of state and party institutions and many o≈cials. The liberation of East-
ern Europe allowed millions of people to break out of the xenophobic Soviet
environment and see other lands for the first time. The war sacrifices validated
idealism and romanticism among the best representatives of the young Soviet in-
telligentsia who volunteered to join the army. The spirit of a just war against
Nazism and their experiences abroad pushed them to dream about a political and
cultural liberalization. The alliance between the Soviet Union and Western de-
mocracies seemed to create a possibility for the introduction of civil freedoms and
human rights.π Even established figures with few illusions shared this dream. In a
conversation with journalist Ilya Ehrenburg, writer Alexei Tolstoy wondered:
‘‘What will be after the war? People are no longer the same.’’ In the 1960s, Anastas
Mikoyan, a member of Stalin’s close circle, recalled that millions of Soviet people
who returned home from the West ‘‘became di√erent people, with a wider hori-
zon and di√erent demands.’’ There was an omnipresent new sense that one
deserved a better bargain from the regime.∫

In 1945, some educated, high-minded o≈cers in the Soviet army felt like the
Decembrists. (The best young Russian o≈cers had returned to Russia from the
war against Napoleon imbued with political liberalism and later became the
‘‘Decembrists,’’ the organizers of military insurrection against the autocracy.)
One of them recalled: ‘‘It seemed to me that the Great Patriotic War would
inevitably be followed by a vigorous social and literary revival—like after the war
of 1812, and I was in a hurry to take part in this revival.’’ The young war veterans
expected the state to reward them for their su√ering and sacrifices ‘‘with greater
trust and increased rights of participation, not just free bus passes.’’ Among
them were future freethinkers, who would participate in the social and cultural
Thaw after Stalin’s death and would ultimately support the reforms of Mikhail
Gorbachev.Ω

The war experience shaped the Soviet people’s national identities like no event
since the Russian Revolution. This especially a√ected ethnic Russians, whose
national self-awareness had been rather weak in comparison to other ethnic
groups of the ussr.∞≠ After the mid-1930s, Russians formed the bulk of the
recruits into the party and state bureaucracies, and Russian history became the
backbone of a new o≈cial doctrine of patriotism. Films, fiction, and history
books presented the ussr as the successor to Imperial Russia. Princes and czars,
the ‘‘gatherers’’ of the great empire, took the place of the ‘‘international prole-
tariat’’ in the pantheon of heroes. But it was the German invasion that gave
Russians a new feeling of national unity.∞∞ Nikolai Inozemtsev, an artillery intel-
ligence sergeant and future director of the Institute for World Economy and

?SAMI = C Q T 3 DC 2 N PD , GD :MT D M GD 0M C P EPM : M 4MPA GDT GD TDPQ U
ME 7MP G 0 PM 8PDQQ 8PM9SDQ 2AMMI 0D P G N, DAMMI D P NPM SDQ M A M FG CD M .CM 51-

0PD DC EPM M FG M   , ,

0
MN

UP
FG

V
GD

TD
PQ

U
ME

7
MP

G
0

PM
8

PD
QQ

/
PF

G
Q

PD
QD

PT
DC



between war and peace,  19454

International Relations, wrote in his diary in July 1944: ‘‘Russians are the most
talented, gifted nation in the world, with boundless capacities. Russia is the best
country in the world, despite all our shortcomings and deviations.’’ And on
Victory Day, he wrote: ‘‘All our hearts are overflowing with pride and joy: ‘We,
Russians, can do anything!’ Now, the whole world knows it. And this is the best
guarantee of our security in the future.’’∞≤

The war also showed the ugly and repressed sides of the Soviet army. Stalin-
ism victimized the Soviet people, but it also drained their reservoirs of decency.
Many recruits in the Soviet army had grown up as street rabble, as children of
slums, who never acquired the habits of civilized urban life.∞≥ When millions of
Soviet o≈cers and soldiers crossed the boundaries of Hungary, Rumania, and the
Third Reich, some of them lost their moral clarity in the frenzy of marauding,
drinking, property destruction, murder of civilians, and rape. Ferocious and re-
peated waves of the troops’ violence against civilians and property swept through
the rest of Germany and Austria.∞∂ Soviet military journalist Grigory Pomerants
was shocked at the end of the war by ‘‘the ugly things committed by heroes who
had walked through the fire from Stalingrad to Berlin.’’ If only the Russian
people had had the same energy to demand civil rights!∞∑

New Russo-centric patriotism bred a sense of superiority and justified bru-
tality. The Battle of Berlin became the cornerstone of the new Russian sense of
greatness.∞∏ The new victory mythology repressed memories of the last-minute
carnage (unnecessary from a military standpoint) and the brutality toward civil-
ians. And Stalin’s cult became a mass phenomenon, widely accepted by millions
of Russians and non-Russians alike. A war veteran and writer, Viktor Nekrasov,
recalled: ‘‘The victors are above judgment. We had forgiven Stalin all his mis-
deeds!’’∞π For decades, millions of war veterans have celebrated Victory Day as a
national holiday, and many of them drink to Stalin as their victorious war leader.

In real life, the positive and negative e√ects of war blurred and mingled.
Trophy trinkets, clothing, watches, and other loot brought home from Europe
had the same e√ect as American Lend-Lease products—they increased awareness
among the Russian military and workers and members of their families that they
did not live in the best possible world, contrary to state propaganda.∞∫ The
same war veterans who looted and harassed European civilians openly began
snubbing nkvd and smersh o≈cials, the much-feared branches of secret po-
lice. Some of them challenged o≈cial propagandists in public and would not be
silenced at party meetings. According to numerous reports, o≈cers and sol-
diers clashed with local authorities and even distributed leaflets calling for the
‘‘overthrow of the power of injustice.’’ smersh reported that some o≈cers
grumbled that ‘‘this socialist brothel should be blown up to hell.’’ This mood was
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especially pronounced among Soviet troops stationed in Austria, East Germany,
and Czechoslovakia.∞Ω

The rebellious mood never turned into a rebellion. After the extreme exertions
of war had passed, the majority of veterans sank into a social stupor and tried to
adapt themselves to everyday life. Pomerants recalls how ‘‘many demobilized
soldiers and o≈cers lost in the fall of 1946 the strength of their will and became
like milksops.’’ In postwar life, he concludes, ‘‘all of us with our decorations,
medals and citations—became nothing.’’ In the countryside, in small towns, and
in urban slums, many became drunkards, loafers, and thieves. In Moscow, Lenin-
grad, and other major cities, potential young leaders among veterans discovered
that a party career was the only path for their social and political aspirations.
Some took this career path. Many more found their escape route through intense
education, but also in the attractions of young life—in romantic a√airs and
entertainment.≤≠

Passivity resulted, to a great extent, from the shock and exhaustion many
veterans felt after returning home. Soon after demobilization from the army,
Alexander Yakovlev, a future party apparatchik and Gorbachev supporter, was
standing at the train station of his hometown observing cars carrying Soviet
POWs from German camps to Soviet camps in Siberia when he suddenly began to
notice other harsh realities of Soviet life—starving children, the confiscation of
grain from peasants, and the prison sentences for minor violations. ‘‘It became
increasingly obvious that everybody lied,’’ he recalled, referring to the public
triumphalism after the war.≤∞ Another veteran, future philosopher Alexander
Zinoviev, recalled: ‘‘The situation in the country turned out to be much worse
than we imagined it based on rumors, living [with the occupying Soviet army
abroad] in fabulous well-being. The war drained the country to the core.’’≤≤ The
war took an especially heavy toll on the Russian, Ukrainian, and Belorussian
countrysides: some regions lost more than half their ‘‘collective farmers,’’ mostly
males.≤≥

In contrast to American gis, who generally found prosperity and returned to
family life at home, Soviet war veterans came home to countless tragedies of
ruined lives, the su√ering of crippled and maimed people, and the broken lives of
millions of widows and orphaned children. There were almost two million of-
ficially recognized ‘‘invalids’’ with physical and mental handicaps. Even seem-
ingly healthy veterans collapsed from inexplicable diseases, and hospitals were
overwhelmed with young patients.≤∂

The Soviet people yearned for peace and stability after the war. A sense of
fatigue with war and military values settled into Soviet urban and peasant society.
Gone was the jingoism and romantic patriotism that had inspired young, espe-

?SAMI = C Q T 3 DC 2 N PD , GD :MT D M GD 0M C P EPM : M 4MPA GDT GD TDPQ U
ME 7MP G 0 PM 8PDQQ 8PM9SDQ 2AMMI 0D P G N, DAMMI D P NPM SDQ M A M FG CD M .CM 51-

0PD DC EPM M FG M   , ,

0
MN

UP
FG

V
GD

TD
PQ

U
ME

7
MP

G
0

PM
8

PD
QQ

/
PF

G
Q

PD
QD

PT
DC



between war and peace,  19456

cially educated, men and women in the late 1930s.≤∑ At the same time, the cul-
ture of xenophobia and the Stalinist myth of hostile encirclement remained
entrenched in the masses. Average citizens tended to believe the o≈cial propa-
ganda that blamed the lack of immediate improvement and the unsatisfactory
results of the war on the Western allies. Most importantly, the Soviet people
lacked energy and institutions to continue with the ‘‘creeping de-Stalinization’’
begun during the Great Patriotic War. Many of them revered Stalin more than
ever as a great leader.≤∏ Russian people in particular failed to transform their
amazing national awakening during the war into a culture of individual self-
esteem and autonomous civic action. For large groups of Russian society, the
victory in World War II became forever linked to the notion of great power,
collective glory, and ritualistic mourning for the dead.≤π As the Cold War began,
these moods of the masses became useful for Stalin. They helped him to carry out
his foreign policy and to stamp out potential discontent and dissent at home.

temptations of ‘‘socialist imperialism’’

The Soviet elites felt that the victory was the product of their collective e√orts, not
just of Stalin’s leadership. On May 24, 1945, at a sumptuous Kremlin banquet to
honor the commanders of the Red Army, this mood was almost palpable, and
Stalin seemed to bow to it. Pavel Sudoplatov, nkvd operative and organizer of
the guerrilla movement during the war, recalled: ‘‘He looked at us, young gen-
erals and admirals, as the generation he had raised, his children and his heirs.’’
Would Stalin consent to govern the country together with the new ruling class
(the nomenklatura) just as he had learned to rely on it during the war?≤∫

At the same time, the victory and the unprecedented advance of Soviet power
into the heart of Europe strengthened the bond between the elites and Stalin.
Mikoyan recalled his feeling of joy at the comradely partnership that reemerged
around Stalin during the war. He firmly believed that the murderous purges of
the 1930s would not return. ‘‘Once again,’’ he recalled, those who worked with
Stalin had friendly feelings toward him and trusted in his judgment. The same
feelings were shared by thousands of other military, political, and economic
o≈cials.≤Ω The Russian and Russified majority within the civilian and military
bureaucracies revered Stalin not only as the war leader but also as a national
leader. During the wartime, the term derzhava (‘‘great power’’) entered the o≈cial
lexicon. Films and novels glorified Russian princes and czars who had built a
strong Russian state in the face of external and domestic enemies. At the same
banquet that Sudoplatov described, Stalin raised a toast ‘‘to the health of the
Russian people.’’ Stalin praised Russians for their unmatched patience and loy-
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alty to his regime. Displaying ‘‘clear mind, staunch character and patience,’’ the
Russian people made great sacrifices, thus becoming ‘‘the decisive force that
ensured the historic victory.’’≥≠ Thus, instead of elevating all Soviet o≈cials, Stalin
put Russians first.

Russification campaigns took place in the new Soviet borderlands, especially
in the Baltics and Ukraine. This meant more than a cultural pressure; in practice,
it saw the forced deportation of hundreds of thousands of Latvians, Lithuanians,
Estonians, and West Ukrainians to Siberia and Kazakhstan. Tens of thousands of
migrants from Russia, White Russia, and the Russian-speaking East Ukraine
took over their houses. The secret police and the restored Orthodox Church with
the Patriarchate under state control moved to wrest the borderland Catholic
churches, as well as the Ukrainian Uniate parishes of the Eastern rite, which
submitted to papal authority, from the Vatican’s control.≥∞

Russians got promoted within the most crucial and sensitive segments of the
state apparatus, replacing non-Russians, especially Jews. Stalin’s apparatus dis-
covered during the war, as Yuri Slezkine put it, that ‘‘Jews as a Soviet nationality
were now an ethnic diaspora’’ with too many connections abroad. This also
meant that the Soviet intelligentsia, in which Jews were the largest group, ‘‘was
not really Russian—and thus not fully Soviet.’’ Even before the Soviet troops dis-
covered the Nazi extermination camps in Poland, the chief of Soviet propaganda,
Alexander Scherbakov, on Stalin’s order, launched a secret campaign to ‘‘purify’’
the party and the state from the Jews. Information on Jewish heroism in the war,
as well as the horrible evidence of the Holocaust, remained suppressed. Many
Soviet citizens began to look at Jews as those who were the first to flee from the
enemy to the rear and the last to go to the front. Grassroots anti-Semitism spread
like fire, now encouraged and abetted by o≈cialdom. After the war, the planned
purge of Jews in the state apparatus quickly spread to all Soviet institutions.≥≤

The manipulation of traditional symbols and institutions and the rise of o≈-
cial anti-Semitism carried significant long-term risks for the Stalinist state. Rus-
sians praised the great leader, but Ukrainians and other nationalities felt slighted
and even o√ended. Many o≈cials and public figures, Jews and non-Jews, found
the state anti-Semitism a huge blow to their faith in Communist ‘‘international-
ism.’’ Fissures and crevasses would open in the core of Soviet bureaucracies as a
result of Stalin’s manipulation of nationalist emotions, but that would only be
discovered much later.≥≥

Another common bond between the Kremlin leader and the Soviet elites
stemmed from their great power chauvinism and expansionist mood. After the
victory at Stalingrad, the Soviet Union assumed a leading role in the coalition of
great powers, and this fact had an intoxicating e√ect on many members of the

?SAMI = C Q T 3 DC 2 N PD , GD :MT D M GD 0M C P EPM : M 4MPA GDT GD TDPQ U
ME 7MP G 0 PM 8PDQQ 8PM9SDQ 2AMMI 0D P G N, DAMMI D P NPM SDQ M A M FG CD M .CM 51-

0PD DC EPM M FG M   , ,

0
MN

UP
FG

V
GD

TD
PQ

U
ME

7
MP

G
0

PM
8

PD
QQ

/
PF

G
Q

PD
QD

PT
DC



between war and peace,  19458

Soviet nomenklatura. Even Old Bolsheviks like Ivan Maisky and Maxim Litvinov
began to talk in the language of imperialist expansion, planning to create Soviet
spheres of influence and to gain access to strategic sea routes. In January 1944,
Maisky wrote to Stalin and Vyacheslav Molotov, commissar for foreign a√airs,
that the ussr must position itself in such a way after the war as to make it
‘‘unthinkable’’ for any combination of states in Europe and Asia to pose a chal-
lenge to Soviet security. Maisky suggested annexation of Southern Sakhalin and
Kurile Islands from Japan. He also proposed that the ussr should have ‘‘a
su≈cient number of military, air, and naval bases’’ in Finland and Rumania, as
well as strategic access routes to the Persian Gulf via Iran.≥∂ In November 1944,
Litvinov sent a memo to Stalin and Molotov that the postwar Soviet sphere of
influence in Europe (without specifying the nature of that ‘‘influence’’) should
include Finland, Sweden, Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Rumania, ‘‘the Slav
counties of the Balkan peninsula, and Turkey as well.’’ In June and July 1945,
Litvinov argued that the ussr should penetrate into such traditional zones of
British influence as the zone of the Suez Canal, Syria, Libya, and Palestine.≥∑

The former general secretary of the Comintern, now the head of the new
party’s department for international information, Georgy Dimitrov, regarded the
Red Army as a more important tool of history than are revolutionary movements.
In late July 1945, when Stalin and Molotov negotiated with Western leaders in
Potsdam, Dimitrov and his deputy, Alexander Panyushkin, wrote to them: ‘‘The
countries of the Middle East acquire increasing importance in the current inter-
national situation and urgently need our intense attention. We should actively
study the situation in those countries and take certain measures in the interests of
our state.’’≥∏

The spirit of ‘‘socialist imperialism’’ among Soviet o≈cials overlapped with
Stalin’s intentions and ambitions. The Kremlin leader would take advantage of
this spirit, as he would continue after the war to build up the Soviet Union as a
military superpower.

Stalin’s rhetoric that all Slavs must be unified against the resurrection of a
future German threat found enormous appeal among the majority of Soviet
o≈cials. When the minister of tank industry, Vyacheslav Malyshev, heard Stalin
in March 1945 talking about ‘‘new Slavophile-Leninists,’’ he wrote enthusias-
tically in his diary of ‘‘a whole program for years ahead.’’ Among Moscow o≈-
cials, a new version of the prerevolutionary Pan Slavism was spreading fast.
Russian general Alexander Gundorov, the head of the state-sponsored All-Slav
Committee, planned to convene the first Congress of Slavs early in 1946, assuring
the Politburo that there was already in existence the mass ‘‘new movement of the
Slavs.’’ Leonid Baranov, supervisor of the All-Slav Committee in the central party

?SAMI = C Q T 3 DC 2 N PD , GD :MT D M GD 0M C P EPM : M 4MPA GDT GD TDPQ U
ME 7MP G 0 PM 8PDQQ 8PM9SDQ 2AMMI 0D P G N, DAMMI D P NPM SDQ M A M FG CD M .CM 51-

0PD DC EPM M FG M   , ,

0
MN

UP
FG

V
GD

TD
PQ

U
ME

7
MP

G
0

PM
8

PD
QQ

/
PF

G
Q

PD
QD

PT
DC



between war and peace,  1945 9

apparatus, defined the Russian people as the senior brothers of the Poles. Mo-
lotov, to the end of his days, saw the Russians as the only people with ‘‘some
inner feeling’’ for doing things ‘‘large scale.’’ Among many Russian o≈cials, the
distinction between the expansion of Soviet borders and influence for ideological
and security reasons and the traditional Russian big-power chauvinism became
increasingly blurred.≥π

For many military commanders and other high o≈cials from the Soviet Union
in occupied Europe, imperialism was a matter of self-interest. They cast aside the
Bolshevik code of modesty and aversion to property and acted like Spanish
conquistadores, accumulating war booty. Marshal Georgy Zhukov turned his
homes in Russia into museums of rare china and furs, paintings, velvet, gold,
and silk. Air Marshal Alexander Golovanov dismantled Joseph Goebbels’s coun-
try villa and flew it to Russia. smersh general Ivan Serov plundered a treasure
trove that allegedly included the crown of the king of Belgium.≥∫ Other Soviet
marshals, generals, and secret police chiefs sent home planeloads of lingerie,
cutlery, and furniture, but also gold, antiques, and paintings. In the first cha-
otic months, the Soviets, mostly commanders and o≈cials, sent 100,000 rail-
cars of various ‘‘construction materials’’ and ‘‘household goods’’ from Germany.
Among them were 60,000 pianos, 459,000 radios, 188,000 carpets, almost a
million ‘‘pieces of furniture,’’ 264,000 wall clocks and standing clocks, 6,000
railcars with paper, 588 railcars with china and other tableware, 3.3 million pairs
of shoes, 1.2 million coats, 1 million hats, and 7.1 million coats, dresses, shirts,
and items of underwear. For the Soviets, Germany was a giant shopping mall
where they did not pay for anything.≥Ω

Even for less rapacious o≈cials, the enormity of Soviet war su√ering and
casualties justified postwar reparations from Germany and its satellites. Ivan
Maisky, the head of the Soviet task force on war reparations, wrote in his diary
while traveling through Russia and Ukraine to the Yalta Conference in February
1945: ‘‘The signs of war along the entire road: destroyed buildings left and right,
emasculated rails, burnt villages, broken water pipes, brick rubble, exploded
bridges.’’ Maisky referred to the su√ering of the Soviet people as an argument for
higher reparations and the shipping of German industrial equipment to the
Soviet Union.∂≠ One could also hear an argument that Soviet losses justified
postwar imperialism and expansionism. In Leningrad, the secret police inform-
ers reported a philosophy professor saying: ‘‘I am not a chauvinist, but the issue
of Polish territory, and the issue of our relations with neighbors concern me
greatly after the casualties that we endured.’’ Later this thesis would become a
popular justification for Soviet domination in Eastern Europe and territorial
demands on neighboring countries.∂∞
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Historian Yuri Slezkine compared Stalin’s Soviet Union to a ‘‘communal apart-
ment,’’ with all major (‘‘title’’) nationalities in possession of separate ‘‘rooms,’’
but with common ‘‘shared facilities,’’ including the army, security, and foreign
policy.∂≤ Yet, just as the inhabitants of real Soviet communal flats harbored their
own particularist interests behind expressed loyalty to the collectivist ethos, so
did the leadership of the republics. In practice, they saw the victory in World War
II as the moment to expand their borders at the expense of neighbors. Soviet
o≈cials from Ukraine, White Russia, Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan also
developed an imperialist itch mixed with nationalist aspirations. Ukrainian party
o≈cials were the most numerous and important group in the nomenklatura after
the Russians. They rejoiced at the fact that in 1939, after the Nazi-Soviet pact,
Western Ukraine became part of the ussr. In 1945, Stalin annexed the territories
of Ruthenia and Bukovina from Hungary and Slovakia and attached them as well
to Soviet Ukraine. Despite many terrible crimes perpetrated by the Communist
regime against the Ukrainian people, Ukrainian Communist o≈cials now wor-
shipped Stalin as the gatherer of Ukrainian lands. Stalin deliberately cultivated
this sentiment. Once, looking at the postwar Soviet map in the presence of
Russian and non-Russian o≈cials, Stalin cited with satisfaction that he ‘‘returned
historic lands,’’ once under foreign rule, to Ukraine and Belarus.∂≥

Armenian, Azeri, and Georgian o≈cials could not act as nationalist lobbies.
But they could promote their agendas as part of building the great Soviet power.
After Soviet armies reached the western borders of the ussr and accomplished
the ‘‘reunification’’ of Ukraine and Belorussia, o≈cials of Georgia, Armenia, and
Azerbaijan began to think aloud about a chance to regain ‘‘ancestral lands’’ that
belonged to Turkey and Iran and to reunite with their ethnic brethren living in
those territories. Molotov recalled, during the 1970s, that in 1945 the leaders of
Soviet Azerbaijan ‘‘wanted to double the territory of their Republic at the expense
of Iran. We also made an attempt to claim a region to the south of Batum, because
this Turkish territory was once populated by Georgians. The Azeris wanted to
seize the Azeri part and the Georgians claimed a Georgian part. And we wanted
to give Ararat back to the Armenians.’’∂∂ Archival evidence reveals a synergy
between Stalin’s strategic goals and the nationalist aspirations of Communist
apparatchiks from the South Caucasus (see chapter 2).

The fact that the acquisition of new territories and spheres of influence evoked
the demons of expansionism and nationalism among Soviet o≈cials, Russian
and non-Russian alike, provided Stalin’s project of a postwar Pax Sovietica with
the energy it required. As long as party and state elites coveted territories of
neighboring countries and participated in the looting of Germany, it was easier
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for Stalin to control them. The imperial project absorbed forces that otherwise
might have worked against the Stalinist regime.

the soviets and the united states

Hitler’s attack on the ussr on June 22, 1941, and the Japanese attack on the
United States on December 7, 1941, brought the two nations together for the first
time. The Soviets gained a powerful and resourceful ally. Franklin Delano Roose-
velt and the New Dealers became Stalin’s strategic partners in the Grand Alliance
against the Axis powers, probably the most generous ones he would ever have.
Even as the Nazis were advancing to the banks of the Volga, Roosevelt invited the
Soviets to become co-organizers of the postwar security community. The Ameri-
can president told Molotov in Washington in negotiations in late May 1942 that
‘‘it would be necessary to create an international police force’’ in order to prevent
war ‘‘in the next 25–30 years.’’ After the war, Roosevelt continued, ‘‘the victors—
the US, England, the ussr, must keep their armaments.’’ Germany and its
satellites, Japan, France, Italy, Rumania, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, ‘‘must be
disarmed.’’ Roosevelt’s ‘‘four policemen,’’ the United States, the United King-
dom, the ussr, and China, ‘‘will have to preserve peace by force.’’ This unusual
o√er took Molotov by surprise, but after two days Stalin instructed him to ‘‘an-
nounce to Roosevelt without delay’’ that he was absolutely correct. In his sum-
mary of the Soviet-American talks of 1942, Stalin highlighted ‘‘an agreement with
Roosevelt on the establishment after the war of an international military force to
prevent aggression.’’∂∑

In order to avoid publicity and criticism from anti-Soviet conservatives, Roose-
velt, his confidant Harry Hopkins, and other New Dealers maintained formal and
informal channels of communication with the Kremlin. Later, their unusual
frankness led to claims that some New Dealers (perhaps even Hopkins) were, de
facto, Soviet agents of influence.∂∏ This ‘‘transparency’’ of the U.S. administration
and Roosevelt’s marked friendliness to the Soviets at the Tehran Conference
(November 28–December 1, 1943) and especially at the Yalta Conference (Febru-
ary 4–12, 1945) seemed to reveal his desire to secure a lasting partnership after
the war.

Soviet o≈cials, representatives of various bureaucratic elites, developed con-
fusing, often contradictory attitudes toward the American ally. The United States
had long evoked respect and admiration from Soviet technology-minded elites,
who since the 1920s had vowed to turn Russia into ‘‘a new and more splendid
America.’’ Taylorism and Fordism (after Frederick Taylor and Henry Ford, the
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leading theorists and practitioners of organized production technologies) were
household terms among Soviet industrial managers and engineers.∂π Stalin him-
self urged Soviet cadres in the mid-1920s to combine ‘‘Russian revolutionary
scale’’ with the ‘‘American business approach.’’ During the industrialization drive
of 1928–36, hundreds of Red directors and engineers, including Politburo mem-
ber Anastas Mikoyan, traveled to the United States to learn about mass pro-
duction and management of modern industries, including machine building,
metallurgy, meat processing, the dairy industry, and more. The Soviets imported
American know-how wholesale, including entire technologies for ice cream, hot
dogs, soft drinks, and large department stores (modeled after Macy’s).∂∫

The wartime contacts and especially Lend-Lease deliveries confirmed wide-
spread perceptions of the United States as the country possessing exceptional
economic-technological power.∂Ω In his circle, even Stalin acknowledged that if
the Americans and the British ‘‘had not helped us with Lend-Lease, we would not
have been able to cope with Germany, because we lost too much’’ in 1941–42.∑≠

Most of the clothing and other consumer goods intended for civilians got appro-
priated by bureaucrats. What little remained trickled down to grateful recipients.
Wartime propaganda programs and Lend-Lease also provided entry into Soviet
society for American cultural influences. Hollywood films, including Casablanca,
became available to high o≈cials and their families. At the U.S. Embassy, George
Kennan, skeptical about the West’s ability to influence Russia, admitted that the
amount of goodwill that film screenings generated ‘‘cannot be overestimated.’’∑∞

Between 1941 and 1945, thousands of Soviet o≈cials in the military, trade repre-
sentatives, and intelligence operators crisscrossed the United States. The dyna-
mism and scale of the American way of life evoked among the visitors a contra-
dictory range of feelings: ideological hostility, fascination, bewilderment, and
envy. Soviet visitors remembered their American trips for decades afterward and
shared their impressions with children and relatives.∑≤

At the same time, the cultural and ideological views of Soviet elites shaped
their perceptions of America and Americans. Very few, even senior, Soviet o≈-
cials understood how the U.S. government and society functioned. The Soviet
ambassador to the United States, Alexander Troyanovsky, who had also served as
ambassador in Tokyo, expressed his bewilderment that, ‘‘while Japan could be
compared to the piano, the United States was an entire symphony orchestra.’’∑≥

The vast majority of Soviet o≈cials grew up in a xenophobic and isolationist
environment. They spoke Soviet ‘‘newspeak’’—untranslatable into any other lan-
guage.∑∂ Some Soviet functionaries felt that upper-class Americans treated them,
at best, with condescension, from a position of material and cultural superiority.
Marshal Fedor Golikov, the head of Soviet military intelligence (gru), who led
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the military mission to the United States, was infuriated by Harry Hopkins,
Roosevelt’s assistant and one of the staunchest supporters of the U.S.-Soviet
partnership. Golikov described him in his journal as ‘‘the Pharisee without con-
straints,’’ ‘‘the big person’s lackey,’’ who decided that ‘‘we, the people of the
Soviet state, must comport in his presence as beggars, must wait patiently and
express gratitude for the crumbs from the lord’s table.’’ Much later, Molotov
expressed similar feelings about fdr himself: ‘‘Roosevelt believed that Russians
would come and bow down to America, would humbly beg, since [Russia] is a
poor country, without industry, without bread—so they had no other option. But
we looked at it di√erently. Our people were ready for sacrifice and struggle.’’∑∑

Many Soviet bureaucrats and the military remained convinced, despite the aid
shipped across the North Atlantic to the ussr, that the United States was deliber-
ately delaying its own o√ensives in Europe until the Russians had killed most of
the German army, and perhaps vice versa.∑∏ Soviet elites understood American
assistance as payback for the enormous Soviet war contribution; for that reason
they never bothered to express their gratitude and show reciprocity to their
American allies, a cause of immense irritation to the Americans who dealt with
them. In January 1945, Molotov surprised some Americans and outraged others
when he presented an o≈cial request for American loans that sounded more like
a demand than a request for a favor. This was, as it turned out, another case when
Molotov refused ‘‘to beg for the crumbs from the lord’s table.’’ There was also
the conviction in Soviet high circles that it would be in American interests to give
loans to Russia as a medicine against the unavoidable postwar slump. Soviet
intelligence operatives sought out American industrial and technological secrets,
aided by a host of idealistic sympathizers. The Soviets acted like guests who, even
as they were given lavish help and hospitality, unceremoniously helped them-
selves to the hosts’ prize jewels.∑π

Roosevelt’s policy of treating the ussr as an equal partner and great power
spoiled Soviet o≈cialdom. In late 1944, Stalin asked Roosevelt to agree to the
restoration of the ‘‘former rights of Russia violated by the treacherous attack of
Japan in 1904.’’∑∫ Roosevelt gave his blessing and did not even insist on a detailed
understanding. Stalin remarked to Andrei Gromyko, Soviet ambassador to the
United States, with satisfaction: ‘‘America has taken the correct stand. It is im-
portant from the viewpoint of our future relations with the United States.’’∑Ω

Many in Moscow expected similar indulgence of Soviet plans in Eastern Europe.
At the end of 1944, Soviet intelligence chiefs concluded that ‘‘neither the Ameri-
cans, nor the British had a clear policy with regard to the postwar future of the
[Eastern European] countries.’’∏≠

Most Soviet o≈cials believed that U.S.-Soviet cooperation, despite possible
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problems, would continue after the war. Gromyko concluded in July 1944 that,
‘‘in spite of all possible di≈culties that are likely to emerge from time to time in
our relations with the United States, there are certainly conditions for continua-
tion of cooperation between our two countries in the postwar period.’’∏∞ Litvinov
saw it as a major task of postwar Soviet foreign policy ‘‘to prevent the emergence
of a bloc of Great Britain and the USA against the Soviet Union.’’ He envisaged
the possibility of ‘‘amicable agreement’’ between London and Moscow, as the
United States retreated from Europe. And Molotov himself thought so at the
time: ‘‘It was profitable to us to preserve our alliance with America. It was
important.’’∏≤

The data is very spotty on what thousands of Soviet elites and millions of
citizens thought at that time. In 1945, however, Soviet newspapers and central
authorities received many letters with a question: ‘‘Will the United States help us
after the war, too?’’∏≥

The Yalta Conference became, with Roosevelt’s assistance, a crowning victory
of Stalin’s statesmanship. Waves of optimism swept through Soviet bureau-
cracies from the top to the bottom. A memorandum on Yalta’s results circulated
by the Commissariat of Foreign A√airs among Soviet diplomats abroad read:
‘‘There was a palpable search for compromise on disputed issues. We assess the
conference as a highly positive fact, particularly on Polish and Yugoslav issues,
and on the issue of reparations.’’ The Americans even refrained from competing
with the Soviets in April 1945 for Berlin. Stalin privately praised the ‘‘chivalry’’ of
General Dwight Eisenhower, the Allied commander in Europe, in that matter.∏∂

In fact, Roosevelt died just at the time when his suspicions of Soviet intentions
began to clash with his desire for postwar cooperation. fdr was outraged by the
news about Soviet occupation methods in Eastern Europe and had an angry
exchange with Stalin over the so-called Bern incident.∏∑ The president’s sudden
death on April 12, 1945, caught the Kremlin by complete surprise. Signing his
condolences in the book of visitors at the American residence, Spaso House, in
Moscow, Molotov ‘‘seemed deeply moved and disturbed.’’ Even Stalin, concludes
one of his biographers, felt upset by fdr’s passing.∏∏ The great and familiar
partner in war, and possibly in peace, was gone. The new president, Harry S.
Truman, was an unknown quantity, and some words from the Missouri politician
grated on Soviet ears. This concern explains Molotov’s reaction to his first stormy
encounter with Truman on April 23, 1945. Truman accused the Soviets of violat-
ing Yalta agreements on Poland and broke o√ the meeting without even waiting
for Molotov’s rebuttal. The shaken and distressed Molotov spent long hours at
the Soviet embassy in Washington writing a cable to Stalin with a report of
the meeting. Gromyko, who was present at the meeting, believed that Molotov
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‘‘feared that Stalin might make him a scapegoat in this business.’’ In the end,
Molotov decided to let the episode pass unnoticed: his record of the conversation
with Truman bore no trace of the president’s pugnacity and Molotov’s igno-
minious exit.∏π

Soon Soviet intelligence o≈cers in the United States began to report on the
dangerous shift in attitudes toward the Soviet Union in Washington. They knew
that many groups there, especially Catholic and labor organizations, not to men-
tion the wide array of anti–New Deal organizations in both political parties,
had remained viscerally anti-Communist and anti-Soviet during the Grand Alli-
ance. These groups were eager to break any ties with the Soviet Union. Some
military commanders (Major General Curtis Le May, General George Patton, and
others) openly talked about ‘‘finishing the Reds’’ after defeating ‘‘the Krauts’’ and
‘‘the Japs.’’∏∫

The first alarm rang sonorously in Moscow in late April 1945 when the Tru-
man administration abruptly and without notice terminated Lend-Lease deliv-
eries to the ussr. The resulting loss of supplies in the amount of 381 million U.S.
dollars was a serious blow to the overstrained Soviet economy. The State Defense
Committee (gko), the state organ that replaced the Party Politburo during the
war, decided to appropriate 113 million dollars from the gold reserves to make up
for the missing parts and materials.∏Ω After protests from Moscow, the United
States resumed Lend-Lease deliveries, citing a bureaucratic misunderstanding,
but this did not allay Soviet suspicions. Soviet representatives in the United States
and many o≈cials in Moscow reacted with restrained indignation; they unani-
mously regarded this episode as an attempt to apply political pressure on the
ussr. Molotov’s stern instructions to the Soviet ambassador did not conceal his
anger. ‘‘Do not barge in with pitiful requests. If the U.S. wants to cut o√ the
deliveries, it will be all the worse for them.’’ Emotions in this instance fed
unilateralist policies—the Kremlin’s penchant to rely only on its own forces.π≠

In late May, the chief of the People’s Commissariat for State Security (the
nkgb, successor to the nkvd) intelligence station in New York cabled Moscow
that ‘‘economic circles’’ that had had no influence on Roosevelt’s foreign policy
were undertaking ‘‘an organized e√ort to bring about a change in the policy of
the [United States] toward the ussr.’’ From American ‘‘friends,’’ Communists,
and sympathizers, the nkgb learned that Truman was maintaining friendly rela-
tions with ‘‘extreme reactionaries’’ in the U.S. Senate, such as Senators Robert
Taft, Burton K. Wheeler, Alben Barkley, and others. The cable reported that ‘‘the
reactionaries are setting particular hopes on the possibility of getting direction of
the [United States’] foreign policy wholly into their own hands, partly because
[Truman] is notoriously untried and ill-informed on those matters.’’ The mes-
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sage concluded: ‘‘As a result of [Truman’s] succession to power a considerable
change in the foreign policy of [the United States] should be expected, first and
foremost in relation to the ussr.’’π∞

Soviet intelligence and diplomatic o≈cials in Great Britain signaled Moscow
about Winston Churchill’s new belligerence in response to Soviet actions in
Eastern Europe, especially Poland. The Soviet ambassador in London, Fedor
Gusev, reported to Stalin: ‘‘Churchill spoke on Trieste and Poland with great
irritation and open venom. We are dealing now with an unprincipled adventurer:
he feels more at home in wartime than in peacetime.’’ At the same time, the
gru intercepted Churchill’s instruction to Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery to
collect and store the captured German weapons for a possible rearming of Ger-
man troops surrendering to the Western Allies. According to a gru senior o≈-
cial, Mikhail Milstein, this report poisoned the mood in the Kremlin with new
suspicions.π≤

By July 1945, the ominous clouds seemed to break. Truman sought to secure
Soviet participation in a war against Japan and tried to make everyone believe that
he continued Roosevelt’s foreign policy with regard to the Soviet Union. Harry
Hopkins made his last trip to Moscow as Truman’s ambassador-at-large, spent
hours with Stalin, and returned with what he assumed was a compromise on
Poland and other thorny issues that had begun to divide the Grand Alliance. The
alarm in the Kremlin and in diplomatic and intelligence circles receded. Yet the
first days of the Potsdam Conference (July 17–August 2, 1945) were the last days
of this complacency. The U.S.-Soviet partnership was about to end—the postwar
tension between allies was escalating.

the stalin factor

Soviet diplomat Anatoly Dobrynin once recalled with admiration that Stalin, on
the train from Moscow to Baku (from where he would fly to the Tehran Con-
ference of the Big Three) in 1943, had given orders to be left alone in his compart-
ment. ‘‘He was not shown any documents and he sat there for three days as far as
anyone knew just staring out of the window, thinking and concentrating.’’π≥ What
was he thinking about, looking at the ravaged country passing by? We most likely
will never know. The evidence on Stalin’s views in 1945 resembles bits and pieces
of a jigsaw puzzle. Stalin preferred to discuss things orally with a few close
lieutenants. He put his thoughts on paper only when he had no choice—for
example, when he directed diplomatic talks from afar. As a result, even his
lieutenants did not know or fully understand his intentions and plans. Stalin
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impressed, but also confused and misled, even the most experienced observers
and analysts.

Stalin was a man of many identities. His experience growing up in the multi-
ethnic, unstable, and vindictive Caucasus had given him an ability to wear many
faces and act many roles.π∂ Among Stalin’s self-identities were the Georgian
‘‘Kinto’’ (an honorable bandit in the style of Robin Hood), revolutionary bank
robber, Lenin’s modest and devout pupil, ‘‘the man of steel’’ of the Bolshevik
Party, great warlord, and ‘‘coryphaeus of science.’’ Stalin even had a Russian
identity by choice. He also considered himself to be a ‘‘realist’’ statesman in
foreign a√airs, and he managed to convince many observers of his ‘‘realism.’’
Averell Harriman, U.S. ambassador in Moscow in 1943–45, recalled that he
found Stalin ‘‘better informed than Roosevelt, more realistic than Churchill,
in some ways the most e√ective of the war leaders.’’ Much later, Henry Kissin-
ger wrote that Stalin’s ideas about the conduct of foreign policy were ‘‘strictly
those of Old World Realpolitik,’’ similar to what Russian statesmen had done for
centuries.π∑

Was Stalin indeed a ‘‘realist’’? A remarkable expression of Stalin’s way of
thinking on international relations is found in a cable sent from the Black Sea,
where he was vacationing, to Moscow in September 1935. Hitler had been in
power for two years in Germany, and Fascist Italy had defied the League of
Nations by launching a ruthless and barbarous attack on Abyssinia in Africa.
Commissar of Foreign A√airs Maxim Litvinov believed that Soviet security should
be linked to the alliance with Western democracies, Great Britain and France,
against the increasingly dangerous tandem of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany.
Litvinov, a cosmopolitan Old Bolshevik of Jewish descent, felt that the future Axis
powers represented a mortal threat to the Soviet Union and European peace.
During the worst years of Stalin’s purges, Litvinov won many friends for the
ussr in the League of Nations for standing against Fascist and Nazi aggression
in defense of Europe’s collective security.π∏ Stalin, as some scholars have long
suspected,ππ found Litvinov’s activities useful, yet sharply disagreed with him on
the reading of world trends. His letter to Molotov and Lazar Kaganovich, another
Politburo member, reveals an opposing concept of security: ‘‘Two alliances are
emerging: the bloc of Italy with France, and the bloc of England with Germany.
The bigger the brawl between them, the better for the ussr. We can sell bread to
both sides, so that they would continue to fight. It is not advantageous to us if one
side defeats the other right now. It is to our advantage to see this brawl continue
as much as possible, but without a quick victory of one side over the other.’’π∫

Stalin expected a prolonged conflict between the two imperialist blocs, a replay

?SAMI = C Q T 3 DC 2 N PD , GD :MT D M GD 0M C P EPM : M 4MPA GDT GD TDPQ U
ME 7MP G 0 PM 8PDQQ 8PM9SDQ 2AMMI 0D P G N, DAMMI D P NPM SDQ M A M FG CD M .CM 51-

0PD DC EPM M FG M   , ,

0
MN

UP
FG

V
GD

TD
PQ

U
ME

7
MP

G
0

PM
8

PD
QQ

/
PF

G
Q

PD
QD

PT
DC



between war and peace,  194518

of World War I. The Munich agreement in 1938 between Great Britain and Ger-
many confirmed Stalin’s perceptions.πΩ The Nazi-Soviet pact of 1939 was his
attempt to continue the ‘‘brawl’’ between the two imperialist blocs in Europe,
although the composition of these blocs turned out to be drastically di√erent from
what he had predicted. The Kremlin strategist would never admit that he disas-
trously miscalculated Hitler’s intentions and that Litvinov’s line proved correct.

Revolutionary Bolshevik ideology had shaped Stalin’s early thinking about
international a√airs. In contrast to European Realpolitik statesmen, the Bolshe-
viks viewed the balance of power and the use of force through lenses of ideologi-
cal radicalism. They used diplomatic games to preserve the Soviet Union as a base
for a world revolution.∫≠ Bolsheviks were optimists, believing in the imminent
collapse of the liberal capitalist order. They also believed they were armed with
Marx’s scientific theory, the knowledge of which made them superior to liberal
capitalist statesmen and diplomats. Bolsheviks ridiculed Woodrow Wilson’s at-
tempts to o√er a multilateral alternative to the traditional practice of power
games and struggle for spheres of influence. For them, Wilsonianism was either
hypocrisy or stupid idealism. In all its dealings with the liberal representatives of
Western democracies, the Politburo enjoyed pulling the wool over their eyes.∫∞

During his power struggle against the opposition in 1925–27, Stalin formu-
lated his own optimist-revolutionary position on the prospects for transforming
China’s Nationalist government, the Guomindang, into a Communist regime.
Between 1927 and 1933, Stalin and his supporters imposed on the world Com-
munist movement the doctrine of ‘‘the third period’’: it prophesied a new round
of revolutions and wars that ‘‘must shatter the world much more than the wave of
1918–1919’’ and would result ‘‘in the proletariat’s victory in a number of capitalist
countries.’’∫≤

Stalin’s worldview was not, however, a mere replica of Bolshevik vision. It was
an evolving amalgam, drawing on di√erent sources. One source was Stalin’s do-
mestic political experience. After the years of the Kremlin’s power struggle, the
destruction of opponents, and state-building e√orts, Stalin learned to be patient,
to react flexibly to opportunities, and to avoid tying his name to any particular
position. He, concludes James Goldgeier, ‘‘sought to preserve his options unless
he felt certain of victory.’’ Always an opportunist of power, he succeeded at home
by allying with some of his rivals against others and then destroying them all.
Presumably, he was inclined to the same scenario in foreign a√airs.∫≥

Stalin’s dark, mistrusting mind and cruel, vindictive personality made a power-
ful imprint on his international vision. In contrast to many cosmopolitan-minded
and optimist Bolsheviks, he was power-driven, xenophobic, and increasingly
cynical.∫∂ For him, the world, like Communist Party politics, was a hostile and
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dangerous place. In Stalin’s world, no one could be fully trusted. Any cooperation
sooner or later could become a zero-sum game. Unilateralism and force was
always a more reliable approach to foreign a√airs than agreements and diplo-
macy. Molotov later said that he and Stalin had ‘‘relied on nobody—only on our
own forces’’∫∑ In October 1947, Stalin put his views in stark terms to a group of
pro-Soviet British Labour Party mps who came to see him at his Black Sea resort.
Contemporary international life, he said, is governed not by ‘‘feelings of sympa-
thy’’ but by ‘‘feelings of personal profit.’’ If a country realizes it can seize and
conquer another country, it will do so. If America or any other country realizes that
England is completely dependent on it, that it has no other way out, then it would
swallow England. ‘‘Nobody pities or respects the weak. Respect is reserved only
for the strong.’’∫∏

During the 1930s, the geopolitical legacy of czarist Russia, the historical pre-
decessor of the ussr, became another crucial source of Stalin’s foreign policy
thinking.∫π A voracious reader of historical literature, Stalin came to believe he
inherited the geopolitical problems faced by the czars. He especially liked to read
on Russian diplomacy and international a√airs on the eve and during World War
I; he also paid close attention to the research of Evgeny Tarle, Arkady Yerusalim-
sky, and other Soviet historians who wrote on European Realpolitik, great power
alliances, and territorial and colonial conquests. When the party theoretical jour-
nal wanted to print Friedrich Engels’s article in which he described czarist Rus-
sia’s foreign policy as expansionist and dangerous, Stalin sided with the czarist
policies, not with the views of the cofounder of Marxism.∫∫ On the anniversary of
the Bolshevik Revolution in 1937, Stalin said that the Russian czars ‘‘did do one
good thing—they put together an enormous state stretching out to Kamchatka.
We inherited this state.’’ The theme of the Soviet Union as a successor to the great
Russian empire became one of the mainstays of Stalin’s foreign policy and
domestic propaganda. Stalin even found time to criticize and edit drafts of school
textbooks on Russian history, bringing them into line with his changed beliefs.
Khrushchev recalled that, in 1945, ‘‘Stalin believed that he was in the same
position as Alexander I after the defeat of Napoleon and that he could dictate the
rules for all of Europe.’’∫Ω

Since the first months of their coming to power in Russia, Lenin and the
Bolsheviks had had to balance their revolutionary ambitions and the state inter-
ests. This was the origin of the Soviet ‘‘revolutionary-imperial paradigm.’’ Stalin
o√ered a new, presumably more stable and e√ective interpretation of this para-
digm. In the 1920s, the Bolsheviks had viewed the Soviet Union as a base for
world revolution. Stalin began to view it as a ‘‘socialist empire.’’ His worldview
focused on the ussr’s security and aggrandizement. At the same time, accord-
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ing to Stalin, these central goals demanded eventual changes of regime and
socioeconomic order for the nations bordering on the Soviet Union.Ω≠

Stalin was convinced that international a√airs were characterized by capitalist
rivalry and the development of crisis, as well as the inevitable transition to global
socialism. Two other convictions stemmed from this general belief. First, the
Western powers, in Stalin’s opinion, were likely to conspire against the Soviet
Union in the short term. Second, Stalin was certain that the ussr, guided by his
statesmanship, caution, and patience, would outfox and outlast any combination
of capitalist great powers. During the worst years of the Nazi invasion, Stalin
managed to stay on top of diplomacy within the Grand Alliance. As the Soviet
Union rapidly moved from the position of backwardness and inferiority to a new
place of strength and worldwide recognition, Stalin preferred to avoid commit-
ting to limits of Soviet ambitions and boundaries for Soviet security needs. He
kept them open-ended, just as they had traditionally been when Russia expanded
in czarist times. The Soviet-British ‘‘percentage agreement’’ of October 1944 is a
classic example of the clash between Stalin’s revolutionary-imperial paradigm
and Churchill’s Realpolitik. The British leader sought a power balance in Eastern
Europe and o√ered Stalin a diplomatic arrangement on the division of influence
in the Balkans. Stalin signed Churchill’s ‘‘percentage agreement,’’ but his future
policies showed that he wanted to push the British completely out of Eastern
Europe, relying on the power of the Red Army to set up friendly Communist
regimes.Ω∞

In conversations with Yugoslav, Bulgarian, and other Communists, Stalin
liked to don his ‘‘realist’’ mantle and teach his inexperienced junior partners a
lesson or two. In January 1945, the Kremlin leader lectured a group of Yugoslav
Communists: ‘‘In his time Lenin could not even dream of such a correlation of
forces that we achieved in this war. Lenin kept in mind that all could come out
against us and it would be good if some distant country, for instance America,
would stay neutral. And now what we’ve got is that one group of bourgeoisie
came out against us, and another group is with us.’’Ω≤ A few days later, Stalin
repeated the same thoughts in the presence of the Yugoslavs and the former
Comintern leader Georgy Dimitrov. On this occasion, however, he added a pre-
diction: ‘‘Today we are fighting in alliance with one faction against the other, and
in the future we will fight against this capitalist faction as well.’’Ω≥

Stalin, posing as a prudent ‘‘realist’’ in dealing with his satellites, believed the
Soviet army could help Communists seize power anywhere in Central Europe and
the Balkans. When Vasil Kolarov, a Bulgarian Communist working with Dimitrov
to create a pro-Soviet Bulgaria, proposed to annex a coastal portion of Greece to
Bulgaria, the Soviets refused. ‘‘It was impossible,’’ Molotov later commented. ‘‘I
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took advice from [Stalin], and was told that it should not be done, the time is not
good. So we had to keep silent, although Kolarov pressed very hard.’’Ω∂ Stalin
once said about the Greek Communists: ‘‘They believed, mistakenly, that the Red
Army would reach to the Aegean Sea. We cannot do it. We cannot send our troops
to Greece. The Greeks made a stupid error.’’Ω∑ As far as Greece was concerned,
Stalin adhered to the ‘‘percentage agreement’’ with Churchill and ceded it to the
British. The Kremlin leader thought it would be a ‘‘stupid error’’ to turn against
the British in the Balkans before locking in Soviet wartime gains. There were
priority goals, which required British cooperation or, at least, neutrality. He did
not want a premature clash with one power from the allied ‘‘capitalist faction.’’
This tactic worked well: Churchill reciprocated by refraining from public criti-
cisms of Soviet violations of the Yalta principles in Rumania, Hungary, and
Bulgaria for months afterward.

In spring 1945, the superiority of Stalin’s statesmanship over that of his
Western partners seemed beyond doubt. Churchillian Realpolitik ended in a
fiasco, as the Soviet army, together with the Yugoslav, Bulgarian, and Albanian
Communists, swept over the Balkans. Molotov recalled with satisfaction that the
British woke up only after ‘‘half-of Europe broke away’’ from their sphere of
influence: ‘‘They miscalculated. They were not Marxists like us.’’Ω∏ It was the
moment when Stalin’s hubris must have been at its peak. Even before the Soviet
people and elites celebrated the end of World War II, Stalin was already busy
constructing a ‘‘socialist empire.’’

building the empire

It has now been established beyond a doubt that Stalin was determined to keep
Eastern Europe in the Soviet Union’s grip at any cost. The Kremlin leader re-
garded Eastern Europe and the Balkans through strategic lenses as a potential
Soviet security bu√er against the West. European geography and history, includ-
ing the recent history of the two world wars, dictated two major directions of
Soviet expansion: one through Poland to the German heart of Europe, another
through Rumania, Hungary, and Bulgaria to the Balkans and Austria.Ωπ At the
same time, as his conversations with foreign Communists reveal, Stalin defined
Soviet security in ideological terms. He also assumed that the Soviet sphere of
influence must and would be secured in the countries of Eastern Europe by
imposing on them new political and social orders, modeled after the Soviet
Union.Ω∫

For Stalin, the two aspects of Soviet goals in Eastern Europe, security and
regime-building, were two sides of the same coin. The real question, however,
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was how to achieve both goals. Some Soviet leaders, among them Nikita Khru-
shchev, hoped that all of Europe might turn to Communism after the war.ΩΩ Stalin
wanted the same, but he knew that the balance of power would not allow him to
achieve this goal. He believed the French or Italian Communists had no chance to
seize power while the Allied troops occupied Western Europe. Thus, the Kremlin
‘‘realist’’ was determined to operate within the Grand Alliance framework and to
squeeze as much out of his temporary capitalist partners as possible.

Molotov recalled that at the Yalta Conference in February 1945 Stalin attributed
enormous significance to the Declaration of Liberated Europe. Roosevelt’s most
immediate motivation for this document was to pacify potential domestic critics
who were prepared to attack him for collaboration with Stalin. Roosevelt still
believed that keeping Stalin as a member of the team was more important than
breaking relations with him over Soviet repression in Eastern Europe. At the
same time, the president hoped that getting Stalin’s signature on this document
might serve as a deterrent to more blatant Soviet aggression, especially in Po-
land.∞≠≠ Stalin, however, interpreted the Declaration as Roosevelt’s recognition of
the right of the Soviet Union to have a zone of influence in Eastern Europe.
Earlier, the president had acknowledged Soviet strategic interests in the Far East.
Molotov was concerned with the language of its American draft, but Stalin told
him: ‘‘Do not worry. We will implement it in our way later. The essence is in
correlation of forces.’’∞≠∞

The Soviets and their Communist collaborators pursued two kinds of policies
in Eastern Europe. First, there were visible social and political reforms: the
dismantling of the old classes of owners (some of whom had already been
compromised by their collaboration with Germans and fled their countries); the
distribution of land among the peasants; the nationalizing of industries; and the
creation of a multiparty parliamentary system or ‘‘people’s democracy.’’ Second,
there was the ruthless suppression of armed nationalist opposition and the cre-
ation of structures that could later supplant the multiparty ‘‘people’s democracy’’
and provide the basis for Communist regimes. Usually the latter meant putting
Soviet agents in control of security agencies, the police, and the army; the infiltra-
tion of other ministries and political parties with Soviet fellow-travelers; and the
compromising, framing, and eventually elimination of non-Communist political
activists and journalists.∞≠≤

Stalin provided general guidelines for these policies through personal meet-
ings and correspondence with Eastern European Communists and via his lieu-
tenants. He entrusted Andrei Zhdanov, Klement Voroshilov, and Andrei Vyshin-
sky with everyday implementation of these policies in Finland, Hungary, and
Rumania, respectively. Reflecting the quasi-imperial aspect of their roles, they
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were alluded to in Moscow power circles as ‘‘proconsuls.’’∞≠≥ Inside the Eastern
European countries, the Kremlin relied on Soviet military authorities, the secret
police, and those Communist expatriates of Eastern European origin, many of
them Jews, who had returned to their home countries from Moscow in the
rearguard of the Soviet army.∞≠∂

Chaos, war devastation, and nationalist passions in Eastern Europe helped
Stalin and the Soviets achieve their goals there. In Hungary, Rumania, and Bul-
garia, former reluctant allies of Nazi Germany, the arrival of the Soviet army
opened acute social and ideological divisions. Every country was rife with virulent
nationalism, accumulated ethnic rivalries, and historical grievances. Poland and
Czechoslovakia burned with the desire to get rid of potentially subversive minori-
ties, above all, Germans.∞≠∑ Stalin often invoked the specter of Germany as a
‘‘mortal enemy of the Slav world’’ in his conversations with the leaders of Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia. He encouraged the Yugoslavs and
Rumanians in the belief that he supported their territorial aspirations. He also
supported Eastern European politics of ethnic cleansing. Until December 1945,
Stalin toyed with the idea of using Pan-Slavic schemes and of organizing Eastern
Europe and the Balkans into multiethnic confederations. Later, however, the
Soviet leader abandoned this design for reasons that are still unclear. Perhaps he
believed it would be easier to divide and rule smaller nation-states rather than
multinational confederations.∞≠∏

The Soviet army and the activities of the secret police remained a crucial factor
in establishing initial Soviet control in Eastern Europe. In Poland, the Polish
Home Army (ak) doggedly resisted Stalin’s plans for Poland.∞≠π At the Yalta
Conference and afterward the controversy over Poland’s future produced the first
sparks between the ussr and the Western Allies. Churchill complained that the
power of the pro-Soviet government in Poland ‘‘rests on Soviet bayonets.’’ He was
absolutely correct. As soon as the Yalta Conference ended, smersh represen-
tative Ivan Serov reported to Stalin and Molotov from Poland that Polish Com-
munists wanted to get rid of the leader of the Polish government-in-exile, Stan-
islaw Mikolajczyk. Stalin authorized the arrest of sixteen leaders of the Home
Army but ordered Serov to not touch Mikolajczyk. Despite this precaution, Soviet
heavy-handed methods backfired. Churchill and Anthony Eden protested against
‘‘abominable’’ Soviet actions. Stalin was especially displeased by the fact that
Truman joined Churchill in the protest against the arrests of the ak leaders. In his
public reply, Stalin cited the necessity of the arrests ‘‘to protect the rear behind the
front-lines of the Red Army.’’ The arrests continued. By the end of 1945, 20,000
people from the Polish underground, the remains of prewar Polish elites and
public servants, were locked up in Soviet camps.∞≠∫
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Rumania also caused headaches in Moscow. Political elites of this country
openly appealed to the British and the Americans for assistance. Prime Minister
Nicolae Radescu and the leaders of the ‘‘historical’’ National Peasant Party and
National Liberal Party did not conceal their fears of the Soviet Union. Ruma-
nian Communists, repatriated to Bucharest from Moscow, organized the Na-
tional Democratic Front. They instigated, with clandestine Soviet support, a coup
against Radescu, bringing the country to the brink of civil war in late February
1945. Stalin sent Andrei Vyshinsky, one of his most odious henchmen and the
infamous prosecutor at the trials of the 1930s, to Bucharest with an ultimatum to
King Michael: Radescu must be replaced by Petru Grozu, a pro-Soviet politician.
In support of this ultimatum, Stalin ordered two divisions to move into position
near Bucharest. The Western powers did not interfere, but the American repre-
sentatives, including State Department emissary Burton Berry and chief of the
American Military Mission Courtlandt Van Rensselaer Schuyler, were aghast and
began to share the Rumanian elites’ fears of Soviet domination. Facing growing
Western discontent, Stalin decided not to touch King Michael and the leaders of
both ‘‘historical’’ parties.∞≠Ω

Further south, in the Balkans, Stalin built a Soviet sphere of influence in
cooperation with Yugoslavia, a major ally. In 1944–45, Stalin believed that the
idea of a confederation of Slavic peoples with the leading role taken by Yugoslav
Communists would be a good tactical move toward building a socialist Central
Europe and would distract the Western powers from Soviet plans to transform
political and socioeconomic regimes there. The victorious leader of the Yugoslav
Communist guerrillas, Josip Broz Tito, however, was too ambitious. Specifically,
he and other Yugoslav Communists wanted Stalin to support their territorial
claims against Italy, Austria, Hungary, and Rumania. They also sought Moscow’s
support for their project of a ‘‘greater Yugoslavia,’’ which would include Albania
and Bulgaria. For a while Stalin did not express annoyance, and in January 1945
he proposed to the Yugoslav Communists the creation of a dual state with Bul-
garians, ‘‘like Austria-Hungary.’’∞∞≠

In May 1945, Trieste, the city and surrounding area disputed between Yugo-
slavia and Italy since 1919, threatened to become another sore point in the rela-
tions between the Soviet Union and the Western allies. Stalin pushed the Yugo-
slavs to reduce their demands in order to settle the matter with the British and the
Americans. Grudgingly, the Yugoslav leadership complied, but Tito could not
contain his frustration. In a public speech, he said that the Yugoslavs did not
want ‘‘to be small change’’ in ‘‘the politics of spheres of interests.’’ This was a
serious a√ront in Stalin’s eyes. This must have been the moment when he began
to look at Tito with suspicion.∞∞∞ Still, throughout the di≈cult haggling with the
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Western powers over peace treaties with Germany’s satellites during 1946, the
Kremlin leadership defended Yugoslav’s territorial claims in Trieste.∞∞≤ This be-
havior can be explained by the infatuation of Russian o≈cials with Pan-Slavic
ideas, as well as the vital position of Yugoslavia on the southern flank of the
Soviet security perimeter.

In Eastern Europe and the Balkans, Stalin moved unilaterally and with com-
plete ruthlessness. At the same time, he prudently measured his steps, advancing
or retreating to avoid an early clash with the Western powers that might endanger
the fulfillment of other important foreign policy goals. In particular, Stalin had to
balance the tasks in Eastern Europe and the Balkans with the task of creating a
pro-Soviet Germany (see chapter 3). Another goal was a future war with Japan.

The months after the Yalta Conference o√ered Stalin a grand opportunity to
lock in war spoils in the Far East. In 1945, Stalin and Soviet diplomats regarded
China as an American client and assumed that Soviet interests in the Pacific
required expansion to prevent the replacement of Japanese domination there with
American domination. Their goal was to make Manchuria part of the Soviet
security belt in the Far East.∞∞≥ At the victory banquet with the military com-
manders on May 24, Stalin said that ‘‘good diplomacy’’ sometimes could ‘‘have
more weight than 2–3 armies.’’ Stalin demonstrated what it meant during his
talks with the Chinese Guomindang government in Moscow in July and Au-
gust 1945.∞∞∂ The Yalta agreements, acknowledged by Truman, gave the Kremlin
leader a position of tremendous superiority with regard to the Guomindang.
Stalin applied unrelenting pressure on the Nationalists, urging them to accept
the Soviet Union as China’s protector against Japan. He said to Chinese foreign
minister T. V. Soong that Soviet demands in regard to Port Arthur, the Chinese
Eastern Railway, Southern Sakhalin Island, and Outer Mongolia were ‘‘all guided
by considerations of strengthening our strategic position against Japan.’’∞∞∑

Stalin had some strengths to use inside China in bargaining with the Guomin-
dang. Moscow was the only intermediary between the Nationalists and the Chi-
nese Communist Party (ccp) that controlled the northern territories of China
adjacent to Outer Mongolia. The Soviets also had another, less advertised asset:
they secretly funded and armed a separatist Uigur movement in the areas of
Xinjiang that bordered on the ussr. During the Moscow talks, Stalin o√ered to
guarantee Chinese integrity in return for big concessions. ‘‘As to Communists in
China,’’ Stalin said to Dr. Soong, ‘‘we do not support and don’t intend to support
them. We consider that China has one government. We want to deal honestly
with China and the allied nations.’’∞∞∏

The Nationalist leadership resisted doggedly, particularly on the issue of Outer
Mongolia. Yet Jiang Jieshi, the leader of China, and Dr. Soong did not have a
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choice. They knew that the Red Army was scheduled to invade Manchuria three
months after the end of the war in Europe. They feared that the Soviets might then
hand over Manchuria to the ccp. Hence, they agreed to sign the Sino-Soviet Treaty
of Friendship and Alliance on August 14. At first, Stalin seemed to keep his
promises: the ccp was forced to negotiate a truce with the Nationalist govern-
ment. Chinese Communists asserted later that Stalin betrayed them and under-
mined their revolutionary strategy. At the time, however, Mao Ze-dong had to
agree with Stalin’s logic: the United States was supporting the Guomindang, and
the Soviet intervention on the side of the ccp would have meant a quick end to the
U.S.-Soviet partnership.∞∞π

In addition to the impending Soviet invasion of Manchuria, U.S.-Soviet coop-
eration at Yalta and Potsdam provided the Soviets with the grounds to claim
special rights there. Truman could not publicly object to Soviet control over Outer
Mongolia and only demanded observance of the Open Door policy. Harriman
privately pushed Soong not to give in to Stalin’s pressure, but even he had to
admit that the Chinese ‘‘would never again have an opportunity to reach an
agreement with Stalin on as favorable terms.’’ As a result, Stalin wrested from the
Guomindang concessions that, in some cases, exceeded the Yalta mandate.∞∞∫

Stalin had equally ambitious plans regarding Japan. On the night of June 26–
27, 1945, Stalin convened Politburo members and the high military command to
discuss a war plan against Japan. Marshal Kirill Meretskov and Nikita Khru-
shchev wanted to land Soviet troops in northern Hokkaido. Molotov spoke
against this idea, pointing out that such an operation would be a breach of the
agreement made with Roosevelt at Yalta. Marshal Georgy Zhukov criticized it as a
risky gamble from a military point of view. Stalin, however, supported the plan.
He envisioned that this could give the Soviet Union a role in the occupation of
Japan. Controlling Japan and its potential military resurgence was as important
to Stalin as controlling Germany.∞∞Ω

On June 27, 1945, Pravda announced that Stalin had assumed the title of
Generalissimo. It was the peak of the Kremlin vozhd’s (leader’s) statesmanship.
Three weeks later, the Potsdam Conference confirmed Yalta’s framework of co-
operation among the three great powers. It was an extremely favorable frame-
work for Stalin’s diplomacy and imperialist policies. At first, the British delega-
tion, headed by Churchill and then, after his defeat at the polls, the new Labour
prime minister Clement Attlee and foreign secretary Ernest Bevin, objected to
Soviet positions across the board. In particular, they sharply criticized Soviet
actions in Poland and resisted Soviet e√orts to get some of the industrial repara-
tions from the Ruhr. A number of Truman’s advisers, among them the ambas-
sador in Moscow, Averell Harriman, encouraged the president and his new secre-
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tary of state, James Byrnes, to support the British hard line. Truman, however,
still needed Soviet assistance in the war against Japan and did not follow this
advice. Truman and Byrnes also were receptive to Stalin’s demand for a share of
reparations from Western zones in Germany and agreed to create a central ad-
ministration in Germany. In response to the critics, Truman proposed appoint-
ing an Allied commission to oversee elections in Rumania, Bulgaria, Hungary,
Greece, and other countries. Yet, when Stalin objected, noting that the Americans
did not invite the Soviet Union to oversee Italian elections, the president quickly
dropped this issue. After Potsdam, Molotov informed Dimitrov that ‘‘the main
decisions of the conference are beneficial to us.’’ The Western powers, he said,
confirmed that the Balkans would become the sphere of influence of the ussr.∞≤≠

thunderbolt

On August 6, 1945, the first atomic bomb destroyed Hiroshima; three days later,
another bomb incinerated Nagasaki. Leading nuclear physicist Yuli Khariton
recalled that in Moscow Soviet leaders viewed this ‘‘as atomic blackmail against
the ussr, as a threat to unleash a new, even more terrible and devastating war.’’∞≤∞

Among Soviet elites, the sense of omnipotence gave way to a new uncertainty.
Some Soviet o≈cials told British journalist Alexander Werth that their hard-won
victory over Germany was now ‘‘as good as wasted.’’∞≤≤

On August 20, 1945, the Kremlin Generalissimo created a special committee
to build atomic weapons and decided that this business must be undertaken ‘‘by
the entire Party,’’ meaning that the project became a new priority for the entire
party-state nomenklatura, as in the previous cases of the collectivization and the
industrialization in the 1930s. The project became the first postwar mobilization
campaign, one that was highly secret and incredibly costly. Captains of wartime
industry, including Dmitry Ustinov, Vyacheslav Malyshev, Boris Vannikov, and
hundreds of others, returned to the feverish, sleepless lives they had experienced
throughout the war with Germany. Many participants compared it to the Great
Patriotic War; one witness recalled: ‘‘The works developed on a grandiose scale,
mind-boggling things!’’ Two other grandiose rearmament projects, the first on
missiles and the second on antiaircraft defense, soon followed.∞≤≥

American historians still argue about a possible Soviet motivation in Truman’s
decision to use the atomic bomb.∞≤∂ Whether intended or not, the bomb had a
powerful impact on the Soviets. All the previous alarm signals now matched a
new and dangerous pattern. The United States still remained an ally, but could it
become an enemy again? The abrupt dawn of the atomic age in the midst of Soviet
triumph deepened the uncertainty that reigned in the Soviet Union. This uncer-
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tainty forced Soviet elites to rally around their leader. Stalin’s unique power rested
upon mythology and fear, but also on the elites, as well as the Soviet people,
looking up to him to respond to external threats. After Hiroshima, Soviet elites
united in an e√ort to conceal their renewed sense of weakness behind the facade
of bravado.∞≤∑

The elites also hoped that, under Stalin’s leadership, the Soviet Union would
not be denied the fruits of its great victory, including the new ‘‘socialist empire.’’
And millions in Soviet society, traumatized by the recent bloodbath of World War
II and shocked by the hardships of peace, fervently hoped there would not be
another war but also trusted in the wisdom of the Kremlin vozhd.
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( CHAPTER 2 )

STALIN’S ROAD

TO THE COLD WAR,

1945–1948

★

It is the height of Anglo-American impudence.

No elementary feeling of respect toward their ally.

—Stalin to Molotov, September 1945

I think before ten years elapse they [the Western powers]

will whip our ass. Our prestige has been declining abominably!

Nobody will support the Soviet Union.

—Conversation between Soviet generals, December 1946

cbs correspondent Richard C. Hottelet sat in the apartment of the former com-
missar of foreign a√airs of the Soviet Union, Maxim Litvinov, in Moscow on June
18, 1946. He could not believe his ears. Back in the safety of his o≈ce, the
journalist recorded what he had heard from the Old Bolshevik. The Kremlin,
Litvinov said, had chosen an outmoded concept of security for the Soviet Union—
the more territory you get, the safer you become. This would lead to a confronta-
tion with the Western powers, and the best one could hope for was ‘‘a prolonged
armed truce.’’∞

The Yalta and Potsdam decisions legitimized not only the Soviet sphere of
influence in Central Europe but also its continued military presence in Germany
and its territorial and political expansion in the Far East. In the fall of 1945, the
framework of talks among the three great powers, despite the growing tension,
still o√ered some hope for the Soviets, including the possibility of reparations
from the Western zones of Germany. Following the first months of peace, how-
ever, Stalin began to take one action after another that tested the limits of Allied
cooperation. Litvinov’s fears and despair were justified: the Kremlin’s behavior
became a major contributor to the Cold War. But how was Stalin’s choice of the
‘‘outmoded concept of security’’ made? What calculations, motives, and domestic
forces were driving the Soviet Union toward cold war with the United States?
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road to the cold war,  1945 – 194830

against ‘‘atomic diplomacy’’

Hiroshima and Nagasaki, followed by Japan’s unexpected early collapse, shat-
tered Stalin’s calculations that the war in the Pacific might last for months.≤ On
August 19, 1945, Stalin still planned to land Soviet troops in Hokkaido. He sent a
letter to Truman demanding Soviet occupation of the entire Kurile Islands. He
also argued that Russian public opinion ‘‘would be seriously o√ended if the
Russian troops would not have an occupation region in some part of the Japanese
proper territory.’’ Truman conceded on the Kuriles but flatly rejected Stalin’s
demand to participate in the occupation of Japan. On August 22, the Kremlin
warlord had to cancel the landing on Hokkaido. The United States occupied
Japan, and General Douglas McArthur began to rule it unilaterally, without ever
bothering to ask for Soviet input.≥

Suddenly all of the vague and unresolved diplomatic issues hidden in the U.S.-
Soviet understanding on the Far East, as well as on Central Europe, came to the
surface. On August 20–21, the American and British representatives in Rumania
and Bulgaria informed the Rumanian king, the Bulgarian regent, and the Soviet
Allied commissioners in Rumania and Bulgaria that they would not recognize the
new governments in Bucharest and Sofia until they included pro-Western candi-
dates. Local U.S. representatives were armed with instructions from U.S. secre-
tary of state James Byrnes to encourage the opposition to fight against violations
of the Declaration of Liberated Europe, ‘‘if necessary, with the assistance of the
three allied [governments].’’ This new turn of events demonstrated that the
Western powers in fact did not grant the Soviets a free hand in the Balkans, and
this news galvanized local anti-Communist forces and seriously complicated
Soviet plans all over Central Europe. From Latvia to Bulgaria, rumors spread that
there would soon be a war between the United States and the ussr and that the
Americans would drop the atomic bomb on Stalin and force him to retreat. Soon
the foreign minister of Bulgaria announced, to Soviet dismay, that elections
in that country would be postponed until it was possible to monitor them by
an Allied Control Commission consisting of representatives of the three great
powers. ‘‘Outrageous capitulation,’’ wrote Georgy Dimitrov in his diary. Soviet
sources in Sofia informed Moscow of ‘‘brutal pressure of Anglo-Americans.’’∂

Heightening Soviet concerns, Byrnes and British secretary of state for foreign
a√airs Ernest Bevin now acted together, in the same manner Truman and Chur-
chill had done earlier during the crisis over Poland. Stalin immediately instructed
General Sergei Biryuzov, the Soviet military commander in Bulgaria: ‘‘There
should be no concessions whatsoever. No changes in composition of the govern-
ment.’’∑ In Stalin’s eyes, developments in the Balkans, as well as in Japan, were
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road to the cold war,  1945 – 1948 31

part of a Western political o√ensive, a direct consequence of the changed power
balance after Hiroshima. Many in Stalin’s entourage, in the military, and in the
scientific community felt very much the same way. This perception was remark-
ably similar to the conclusions, decades later, reached by Gar Alperovitz and
other American historians who argued that American diplomacy after Hiroshima
became ‘‘atomic diplomacy.’’∏

On September 11, Byrnes, Bevin, and Molotov met at the London conference of
foreign ministers. It became, as historian Vladimir Pechatnov concludes, ‘‘a
reciprocal demonstration of toughness’’ between the United States and the Soviet
Union. Stalin instructed Molotov to insist on the logic of Yalta, which, in his
opinion, confirmed the principle of mutual noninterference of great powers into
each other’s spheres of influence. He cabled on September 12: ‘‘It might happen
that the Allies could sign a peace treaty with Italy without us. So what? Then we
have a precedent. We would get a possibility in our turn to reach a peace treaty
with [the countries of Central Europe] without the Allies.’’ He continued, that
even if such behavior would deadlock the conference, ‘‘we should not be afraid of
such an outcome either.’’π

In the first days of the conference, Byrnes suggested inviting France and China
to the discussion of peace treaties with Germany’s satellites. Molotov agreed to
this without checking with Stalin; in his view, the Americans just wanted to
enhance the role of the United Nations, whose other members, they insisted,
should attend peace conferences on Finland, Hungary, and Rumania. But Stalin
saw each initiative of Western statesmen as part of a larger design to undermine
the concept of exclusive spheres of influence that had been agreed upon at Yalta
and Potsdam. He was furious at Molotov and instructed his hapless deputy to
retract his agreement on Chinese and French participation—a move that stalled
the conference. Stalin wrote: ‘‘The Allies are pressing on you to break your will.
But you must hold on to the end.’’ Molotov agreed that he had ‘‘committed a
grave oversight.’’ From that moment, in Stalin’s eyes, Molotov fell under sus-
picion of being the ‘‘appeaser’’ of the West.∫

Whatever Byrnes’s intentions were to play ‘‘atomic diplomacy,’’ the secretary
of state did not want to be seen as ruining popular hopes for postwar coopera-
tion. On September 20, Byrnes attempted to save the conference by proposing to
Molotov a treaty of demilitarization of Germany for twenty to twenty-five years. In
his communication to Stalin, Molotov recommended accepting Byrnes’s pro-
posal, ‘‘if the Americans more or less move in our direction on the Balkan
countries.’’ But Stalin did not want to pull out Soviet troops from Germany in
exchange for a piece of paper guaranteeing its demilitarization.Ω The Kremlin
supreme leader instructed Molotov to reject Byrnes’s idea. He explained to Molo-
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tov that Byrnes’s proposal pursued four separate goals: ‘‘First, to divert our
attention from the Far East, where Americans assume a role of tomorrow’s friend
of Japan, and to create thereby a perception that everything is fine there; second,
to receive from the ussr a formal sanction for the US playing the same role in
European a√airs as the ussr, so that the US may hereafter, in league with
England, take the future of Europe into their hands; third, to devalue the treaties
of alliance that the ussr have already reached with European states; fourth, to
pull out the rug from under any future treaties of alliance between the ussr and
Rumania, Finland, etc.’’∞≠

These words reveal Stalin’s thinking to be a combination of insecurity and
wide-ranging aspirations. In response to Byrnes’s new proposal, Stalin instructed
Molotov to propose the establishment of an Allied Control Commission on Japan,
similar to that established for Germany. America’s exclusive control over Japan
was a threat to Stalin’s vision of the postwar world, as much as was the U.S.
atomic monopoly. Byrnes, supported by the British, refused to discuss the Soviet
counterproposal. Stalin was furious: ‘‘It is the height of Anglo-American im-
pudence,’’ he cabled to Molotov. ‘‘No elementary feeling of respect towards
their ally.’’∞∞

Stalin still wanted to do business with the Americans and made attempts to
avoid any show of disrespect for Truman.∞≤ At the same time, he decided to rebu√
Byrnes, the suspected architect of ‘‘atomic diplomacy.’’ On September 27, Stalin
instructed Molotov to display ‘‘absolute adamancy’’ and forget about compro-
mises with the United States. ‘‘A failure of the conference would mean the failure
of Byrnes, and we must not grieve over that.’’∞≥ Molotov still hoped that after
days of tough bargaining the Allies would o√er a suitable compromise.∞∂ Stalin,
however, was unyielding, and the London conference ended on October 2 in
deadlock.

In the short term, Stalin’s tactics of stonewalling the London conference
produced its desired result. Byrnes was very upset by his failure to reach agree-
ment with the Soviets and decided to back away from his earlier assertive policy.
U.S. determination to oppose Soviet behavior in Central Europe declined sub-
stantially. Byrnes instructed Averell Harriman to break the deadlock at a personal
meeting with Stalin. On October 24–25, Stalin played the gracious host to Harri-
man at his secret dacha on the Black Sea, in Gagri. During the meeting, Harriman
noted that Stalin was ‘‘still very irked at our refusal to permit Soviet troops to land
at Hokkaido.’’ The Soviet leadership complained that General Douglas Mac-
Arthur was making decisions without bothering to transmit them to the Soviets.
He said that the Soviet Union would not accept the role of ‘‘an American satellite
in the Pacific.’’ Perhaps, Stalin said, it would be better for the Soviet Union to step
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aside in Japan and let the Americans act as they wished. He, Stalin, was never in
favor of isolationism, but ‘‘perhaps now the Soviet Union should adopt such a
policy.’’∞∑

Harriman found Stalin ‘‘inordinately suspicious of our every move,’’ but he
left the meeting thinking that Soviet security concerns in Central Europe could be
satisfied without closing the region to American trade and economic and cultural
influence.∞∏ He failed to see that for Stalin there was no room for Anglo-Saxons
in Central Europe and the Balkans. On November 14, at the same dacha in Gagri,
Stalin flatly told Wladyslaw Gomulka and other Polish Communists ‘‘to reject the
open door policy’’ of the Americans. He warned the guests that the Anglo-
Americans sought ‘‘to tear away our allies—Poland, Rumania, Yugoslavia and
Bulgaria.’’∞π

Stalin’s determination to close Central Europe to Western influence did not
mean he abandoned diplomatic games. Suddenly, Byrnes became his preferred
partner. The decisive factor was Byrnes’s acquiescence to the Soviet demand to
exclude France and China from the peace treaties negotiation format. On Decem-
ber 9, in his cable from the Black Sea to the Politburo foreign policy ‘‘Quartet’’ in
the Kremlin (Molotov, Lavrenty Beria, Georgy Malenkov, and Mikoyan), Stalin
wrote that ‘‘we won the struggle’’ and forced the United States and Britain to
retreat in the Balkans. He berated Molotov again for giving in to pressure and
intimidation from the United States. ‘‘It is obvious,’’ he concluded, ‘‘that in
dealing with such partners as the U.S. and Britain we cannot achieve anything
serious if we begin to give in to intimidation and betray uncertainty. To get
anything from this kind of partner, we must arm ourselves with the policy of
tenacity and steadfastness.’’∞∫ The supreme leader demonstrated to his subordi-
nates that they needed his guidance in postwar a√airs as much as they had during
the war.

When Stalin met with Byrnes in Moscow in December, he treated him as a
guest of honor. But American concessions (the creation of the Allied Control
Commission in Japan) fell short of his demands. Yet he still needed Byrnes’s
cooperation to achieve favorable results on German reparations, as well as on the
peace treaties with Germany and its former satellites. Byrnes did not attempt to
play the atomic card, did not act in tandem with the British, and did not press the
Soviets on their separatist adventures in northern Iran. In general, both sides
bargained in the give-and-take style Stalin felt was his strong suit, including
mutual consolidation of spheres of influence and concessions.∞Ω

Byrnes also recognized the rigged elections in Bulgaria and Rumania, in
return for small changes in the governments and public assurances that the
Kremlin would respect political ‘‘freedoms’’ and the rights of the opposition.
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Stalin immediately called the Bulgarian Communist leader, Georgy Dimitrov, in
Sofia and told him to pick ‘‘a couple of representatives from the opposition’’ and
give them ‘‘insignificant ministries.’’ After that, according to Harriman, ‘‘the
Russian attitude changed completely and thereafter, collaboration on many other
world problems was easily secured.’’≤≠

Stalin’s diplomacy of linkage was successful in the Balkans. On January 7,
1946, Stalin shared his victorious mood with the Bulgarian Communist leaders.
Stalin exclaimed: ‘‘Your opposition can go to the devil! They boycotted the elec-
tions. Now three great powers recognized these elections.’’ The Western powers,
he concluded, may be angry at the Bulgarian Communist government for arrest-
ing the opposition leaders, but ‘‘they will not dare’’ to blame the Soviet Union.≤∞

Stalin’s tactics in the Balkans did not change after Churchill gave his famous
speech at Fulton, Missouri, on March 5, 1946, warning the United States that the
whole of Eastern Europe now was behind the ‘‘iron curtain’’ and under the
increasing control of Moscow. Churchill’s call for the U.S.-British alliance to
balance Soviet power gave pause to some Eastern European Communist leaders,
but Stalin, aware of their vacillations, kept pushing them. He criticized Dimitrov
for his caution and ordered him to finish o√ the opposition immediately.≤≤

Stalin was more careful with other European countries within Soviet reach.
Finland, despite its proximity to Soviet borders, managed to escape the noose of
Sovietization. At a meeting with a Finnish delegation in October 1945, Stalin
called Soviet policy toward Finland ‘‘generosity by calculation.’’ He said: ‘‘When
we treat neighboring countries well, they will respond in kind.’’ This ‘‘gen-
erosity’’ had strict limits: Stalin’s lieutenant Andrei Zhdanov worked hard to
squeeze every ounce of war reparations (in raw materials) out of Finland.≤≥ In the
same calculated way, Stalin preferred to pretend that the Soviet Union continued
to heed Anglo-American sensibilities on Poland. He repeatedly advised his Polish
Communist clients ‘‘not to breach’’ the Yalta and Potsdam agreements. He told
them to tolerate Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, even though he called him ‘‘a British
puppet.’’ Yet, when the Poles mentioned that Churchill’s Fulton speech encour-
aged the opposition to expect ‘‘liberation’’ by the Western powers, Stalin con-
fidently said that the United States and Great Britain were not ready to break up
with the ussr. ‘‘They will try to intimidate us, but if we ignore it, then they
gradually stop making noise.’’≤∂

Stalin’s struggle against American ‘‘atomic diplomacy’’ was not limited to
Central Europe; it extended to the Far East as well. In October, the Kremlin took
an uncompromising line toward the Guomindang and began to encourage the
ccp forces in Manchuria. Chinese historians link this change to U.S. refusal to
acknowledge a Soviet role in Japanese a√airs at the London conference.≤∑ But it
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was part of Stalin’s reaction to the ‘‘atomic diplomacy’’ practiced by Byrnes.
When Stalin received reports in late September that U.S. marines were landing in
Manchuria to aid the Guomindang, he was angered.≤∏ In his view, this portended
a shift in the balance of forces and a threat to Soviet longer-term influence in
Northeast Asia. The Kremlin again sought to exploit the presence of the Chinese
Communists in Manchuria as a counterbalance to the Nationalist government.

In late November, Truman sent George Marshall, celebrated military leader,
on a diplomatic mission to China to build up the Nationalists against the Soviets
and the ccp. When Marshall arrived in China, however, Stalin had already shifted
from the ‘‘policy of steadfastness’’ to tactics of compromise. Soviet representa-
tives in Manchuria began to cooperate with Guomindang o≈cials. As in Europe,
in the Far East, Stalin wanted to signal to the Americans that he was prepared to
return to the framework of Yalta. Stalin knew that Soviet troops had to leave
Manchuria soon. But, meanwhile, the struggle for that crucial area continued.
From December 1945 to January 1946, Jiang Jieshi, leader of the Republic of
China, tried to revisit the understanding on Manchuria. This time, instead of
the pro-American Dr. Soong, he sent his son, Jian Jingguo, to Moscow. Jian
had grown up in the Soviet Union and was a former member of the Soviet
Communist Party.≤π

Moscow met the envoy with skepticism. Solomon Lozovsky, deputy com-
missar for foreign a√airs, wrote in his memo to the leadership that Jiang Jieshi
was ‘‘trying to balance between the U.S. and the ussr.’’ This ran counter to the
Soviet objective—to keep the United States away from Manchuria. ‘‘We got rid of
the Japanese neighbor on our borders and we cannot allow that Manchuria
becomes an arena of economic and political influence of another great power.’’
Vigorous measures, Lozovsky suggested, must be taken to prevent American
economic penetration into northern China.≤∫ Stalin himself could not have put
it better.

Truman helped the Soviets on December 15 by announcing that the United
States would not intervene militarily in the Chinese civil war on the side of the
Guomindang. This news weakened Jiang Jieshi’s position on the eve of the
Moscow talks. His son informed Stalin confidentially that the Guomindang Na-
tionalist government, in exchange for Stalin’s help in restoring its control over
Manchuria and Xinjiang, was prepared to develop a ‘‘most intimate’’ alliance with
the ussr. Jiang also promised to demilitarize the Soviet-Chinese border and to
grant the ussr ‘‘the leading role in [the] Manchurian economy.’’ However, Jiang
Jieshi insisted on preserving the Open Door policy in northern China and let
Stalin know that he was not prepared to be exclusively on the Soviet side.≤Ω

Stalin proposed an agreement on economic cooperation in China’s Northeast
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that would exclude the Americans. His goal was complete control over Man-
churia, and this could be most easily achieved by Soviet military occupation and,
after their withdrawal, by the ccp forces as a counterbalance to the Guomindang
Nationalist government and the Americans. Therefore, Stalin firmly refused
Jiang Jieshi’s plea to apply pressure on Mao Ze-dong; he only directed the Chi-
nese Communists to assume a lower profile and focus on occupation of smaller
cities and the countryside.≥≠

The United States forcefully responded to what appeared to be a Sino-Soviet
rapprochement. In February 1946, the Americans pushed Jiang Jieshi to abrogate
the bilateral economic talks with Moscow. They also attempted to compromise
the Sino-Soviet Treaty, by publishing the secret agreements on China reached
by Roosevelt and Stalin. In response, Soviet representatives openly rejected the
Open Door policy in the Chinese Northeast. Although Moscow announced with-
drawal of its troops from Manchuria, the Kremlin finally allowed the ccp forces
to occupy major cities in China’s Northeast.≥∞

What began so auspiciously for Moscow, however, led to major disruptions in
the careful balance of the Yalta-Potsdam system. Although Stalin attempted to
time the military withdrawal from Manchuria to pressure the Guomindang to
make economic concessions to the Soviet Union and prevent the imposition of
the Open Door policies there, he failed to achieve these aims.≥≤ And, despite
Stalin’s machinations, he was not able to turn Manchuria into an exclusive Soviet
sphere of influence. In the end, he had to cede this area to the triumphant
Chinese Communists, in exchange for Mao Ze-dong’s promises of strategic
alliance with the Soviet Union.

probing the periphery

For several months, until August 1945, the Kremlin breathed in the heady atmo-
sphere of limitless horizons and aspirations, and even Hiroshima could not
immediately dash them. Stalin was building a security bu√er in Central Europe
and in the Far East, and he also began to pay special attention to Turkey and Iran.

For centuries, the rulers of Russia had coveted the Turkish Straits, linking the
Black Sea and the Mediterranean. In 1915, at the peak of the Great War, in which
Turkey sided with Germany and Austria-Hungary, Great Britain even promised to
support Russia’s aspirations to claim the straits and the littoral zone of Turkey
as its sphere of influence. The victory of the Bolsheviks, however, made this
secret agreement null and void. During the Soviet-German talks in Berlin in
November 1940, Molotov, on Stalin’s instructions, insisted that Bulgaria, the
Turkish Straits, and the Black Sea area should be a Soviet sphere of influence.
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Stalin returned to his demand with a vengeance during his talks with his Western
partners in the Grand Alliance. He wanted to ‘‘revise’’ the Montreux Convention
of 1936, which allowed Turkey to build military defenses on the straits and to
close the passage to other countries’ military ships moving through the straits
during wartime.≥≥ Stalin wanted the Soviet navy to have access to the Mediterra-
nean at any time. At the Tehran Conference in 1943, Churchill and Roosevelt
agreed that some revision would be made, and during secret talks with Stalin in
Moscow in October 1944 Churchill seemed to agree to Soviet demands.≥∂

In 1944–45, Soviet diplomats, historians, and international law experts unani-
mously concurred that this was a unique moment to lay ‘‘the issue of the straits’’
to rest once and for all. Litvinov wrote to Stalin and Molotov in November
1944 that the British should be persuaded to cede to the Soviet Union ‘‘the
responsibility’’ for the zone of the straits. Another expert in the Commissariat of
Foreign A√airs suggested that the best way to guarantee Soviet security inter-
ests would be ‘‘a bilateral Soviet-Turkish agreement on a joint defense of the
straits.’’≥∑ Reflecting the Kremlin’s high expectations after the takeover of half of
Europe, all these proposals rested on the assumption that Great Britain and the
United States would recognize Soviet geopolitical predominance (‘‘geographic
proximity’’) in Turkey.≥∏

The Soviet army swept through Bulgaria, and some in the military, spurred on
by the victories, encouraged Stalin to invade Turkey.≥π The major problem for the
Soviets, however, remained the fact that Turkey, unlike during World War I,
preserved strict neutrality. Consequently, the Soviet army could not support Mos-
cow’s diplomacy with force. Nevertheless, the Kremlin ruler decided to act force-
fully and unilaterally, without preliminary agreements with Western allies. On
June 7, 1945, on Stalin’s instructions, Molotov met with the Turkish ambassador
in Moscow, Selim Sarper, and rejected Turkey’s proposal to sign a new treaty of
alliance with the Soviet Union. Instead, Moscow demanded from Turkey the
abolishing of the Montreux Conventions and the establishing of joint protection
for the straits in peacetime. The Soviets demanded the right to build military
bases, jointly with Turkey, on the Turkish Straits. Molotov also shocked the Turks
by insisting on the return of all ‘‘disputed’’ territories in the southern Caucasus
that Soviet Russia had ceded to Turkey under the 1921 treaty.≥∫

New evidence shows that, in his hubris, Stalin wanted to destroy Turkey’s
ability to act as an independent player between the British empire and the Soviet
Union. The control over the straits was a geopolitical priority, since it would have
turned the Soviet Union into a Mediterranean power. Territorial demands became
an important second goal that, in Stalin’s opinion, helped to achieve the first.

Stalin planned to use the ‘‘Armenian card’’ to annex the eastern Turkish prov-

I? GPI?S 5 2?GIC 1 MG C :FC SGCQ G G QFC / I =? D Q?IG Q ?AFCS :FC GSC PGQT
D 6 QF /? IG ? 7 CPP 7 8 CPQ 1 /C Q ?I FQQM C AC Q ?I M N CPQ A IG QQG EF? CQ?GI ?AQG - A40,

/ C?QC D QQG EF?   

/
MT

GE
FQ

U
:F

C
GS

C
PG

QT
D6

QF
/

?
IG

?
7

CP
P

.
II

GE
FQ

P
CP

C
SC



road to the cold war,  1945 – 194838

inces around Lake Van, Ardvin, and Kars. In 1915, over a million Armenians living
in those provinces, then part of the Ottoman Empire, became the target of brutal
massacres and forced deportations. In August 1920, according to the Treaty of
Sevres, which divided the Ottoman Empire, these provinces were assigned to an
‘‘Armenian state.’’ However, the Armenians lost the war against the Turkish
army, led by Mustafa Kemal (Ataturk). Lenin and the Bolshevik government,
including Stalin, became allied with Kemalist Turkey, and in the Soviet-Turkish
Treaty of 1921, gave up the ‘‘Armenian’’ provinces. In the spring of 1945, Arme-
nians worldwide pinned their hopes on the Kremlin’s policies. Armenian organi-
zations, including the wealthiest ones in the United States, appealed to Stalin to
organize mass repatriation of Armenians into Soviet Armenia—with the hope
that the ussr would give them the lands ‘‘reclaimed’’ from Turkey. In May, Stalin
authorized the o≈cials of Soviet Armenia to explore the possibility of a massive
Armenian repatriation. This, in his calculations, could help to undermine pos-
sible Western support of Turkey and provide a ‘‘humanitarian’’ cover to Soviet
demands.≥Ω

The Turkish government responded that it would be ready to reach a bilateral
agreement but rejected Soviet territorial claims and the demand for ‘‘joint’’ de-
fense of the straits. However, as Molotov recalled later, Stalin ordered him to
keep pushing.∂≠ On the eve of the Yalta Conference, Stalin told the Bulgarian
Communist leader, Vasil Kolarov, that ‘‘there is no place for Turkey on the Bal-
kans.’’∂∞ At the same time, the Kremlin leader probably expected that the Ameri-
cans, still interested in getting the ussr to join the war in the Pacific, would
remain neutral on the Turkish issue. At Potsdam, the British and the Americans
confirmed their general agreement to make changes in the control of the straits.
Truman, however, introduced a proposal that advocated free and unrestricted
navigation of international inland waterways and opposed any fortifications on
the Turkish Straits. Despite this proposal, internal Soviet assessments of Pots-
dam were optimistic. On August 30, the eve of the London meeting of foreign
ministers, Stalin said to the Bulgarian Communists that the problem with the
Turkish bases on the Dardanelles ‘‘will be solved at the conference.’’ If not,
he added, the Soviet Union would then raise the question of an outlet on the
Mediterranean.∂≤

In London, Molotov presented the Allies with a proposal to give the Soviet
Union a mandate over Tripolitania (Libya), a former Italian colony. This was
not just a tactical device but an expression of the Soviet postwar expansionist
mood. Stalin-Molotov secret correspondence reveals that the Soviet leadership
was banking on a vague promise that Roosevelt’s secretary of state, Edward
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Stettinius, had given them during the San Francisco conference in April 1945.
When Stalin learned that the Americans sided with the British in opposing the
establishment of a Soviet naval base there, he instructed Molotov to demand at
least bases for the merchant fleet. In the end, U.S.-British resistance denied the
Soviets the much-coveted presence in the Mediterranean.∂≥

Turkey also put up strong resistance to Soviet demands. Had Stalin proposed
a bilateral security alliance and special rights in the straits without bases in June
1945 to the Turkish government, Turkey probably would have agreed.∂∂ However,
the Soviet ultimatum created a nationalist backlash—the Turkish leadership re-
fused to keep the straits shut for all naval powers except the ussr. After Stalin’s
death, Khrushchev made these views public at a Central Committee plenum:
‘‘Turks are no fools. The Dardanelles is not only Turkish business. It is the spot
where interests of many states intersect.’’∂∑ The ultimatum to Turkey revealed the
limits of Stalin’s power—his Napoleonic hubris prevailed over caution. Stalin,
however, was not ready to give up. True to his political style, he continued the
‘‘war of nerves’’ against Turkey, adding pressure and then feigning retreat.

In late 1945 and early 1946, the Kremlin preferred, as historian Jamil Hasanli
concludes, to implement Soviet objectives in Turkey through Georgian and Ar-
menian o≈cials.∂∏ Stalin tapped into nationalist aspirations in those Soviet re-
publics. In fact, these aspirations led, unexpectedly, to considerable tension
between Armenian and Georgian Communists. Armenia’s sudden prominence
in Stalin’s plans vexed the o≈cials of Georgia. They nurtured their own ‘‘national
project,’’ according to which the disputed Turkish provinces allegedly constituted
Georgian ancestral lands. Khrushchev claimed in 1955 that Lavrenty Beria, Sta-
lin’s secret police henchman and leader of the Soviet atomic project, together
with Georgian o≈cials, persuaded Stalin to try to annex the southeastern part of
the Black Sea coast from Turkey. In his memoirs about his father, Beria’s son
confirmed this.∂π In May and June 1945, Georgian diplomats and scholars ob-
tained authorization in Moscow to do research on Georgia’s ‘‘rights’’ to claim the
Turkish lands around Trabzon, populated by the Lazi, an ethnic group that
supposedly was part of the ancient Georgian people. Davy Sturua, whose father
was the chairman of Georgia’s Supreme Soviet, recalled that many Georgians
eagerly anticipated the ‘‘liberation’’ of that land. Had Stalin seized those lands,
Sturua concluded, ‘‘he would have become God in Georgia.’’ By September 1945,
the leaders of Georgia and Armenia submitted their conflicting claims to the
same Turkish provinces to the Kremlin: their language and arguments had noth-
ing to do with Communist ‘‘internationalism’’ but instead with nationalism.∂∫

On December 2, 1945, the Soviet press published a government decree autho-
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rizing repatriation of Armenians from abroad to Soviet Armenia. On Decem-
ber 20, Soviet newspapers published an article by two authoritative Georgian
academicians, ‘‘On Our Lawful Demands to Turkey.’’ The article (based on their
earlier memos written to Molotov and Beria) appealed to ‘‘world public opinion’’
to help Georgia get back the ‘‘ancestral lands’’ that the Turks had conquered
centuries ago. At that time, rumors circulated in South Caucasus that the Soviet
Union was getting ready for a war with Turkey. There were indications of Soviet
military preparations in Bulgaria and Georgia.∂Ω

In early December 1945, rumors of war with the Soviet Union provoked large
anti-Soviet nationalist demonstrations in Istanbul. Reporting on these events to
Moscow, Soviet ambassador S. A. Vinogradov proposed to present them to Wash-
ington and London as evidence of a ‘‘fascist threat.’’ He also suggested that they
could be a good pretext for severing diplomatic relations with Turkey and for
‘‘taking measures to ensure our security,’’ a euphemism for military prepara-
tions. To the ambassador’s shock, on December 7 Stalin rejected Vinogradov’s
proposals. ‘‘Weapon-rattling may have a nature of provocation,’’ he wrote in a
cable, referring to the ambassador’s idea of using military exercises for black-
mailing Turkey. Stalin then urged Vinogradov to ‘‘not lose one’s head and avoid
making thoughtless proposals that may lead to political aggravation for our
state.’’∑≠

The Kremlin vozhd still hoped to neutralize the growing resistance of Western
powers to Soviet demands to Turkey. The ‘‘Armenian card’’ and the letter of
Georgian academics were timed to influence the discussions at the conference of
foreign ministers of the great powers in Moscow on December 16–26, 1945.
There, the Kremlin ruler wanted to charm Byrnes, not scare him away. Besides,
Stalin’s sense of priority and urgency led him to redirect his energies from Turkey
to Iran, where chances for the success of Soviet expansion seemed to be very high
at that time.

Stalin’s policies toward Iran were another attempt to combine important strate-
gic objectives with the mobilization of regional and domestic nationalism. Dur-
ing World War II, Iran began to gravitate into the German orbit. In 1941, after
Hitler’s attack on the Soviet Union, Soviet troops and British troops occupied the
country, dividing their occupation zones roughly along the old demarcation line
between British and Russian imperial interests from the beginning of the cen-
tury. According to the agreements of Yalta and Potsdam, these troops would be
withdrawn from Iran within six months of the end of the war. In the meantime,
the Politburo, however, decided to gain access to Iranian oil and, when the
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Tehran government resisted, decided to use the population of southern Azerbai-
jan (part of northern Iran) as a means of pressure on Iran and the West. The head
of the Soviet Azerbaijan Republic, Mir Jafar Bagirov, repeatedly appealed to Stalin
to use the favorable situation of Soviet occupation of northern Iran for ‘‘reunifica-
tion’’ of Soviet and Iranian Azerbaijan. Historian Fernande Scheid concludes that
Stalin decided to use Azeri nationalism, while attempting to play ‘‘a rather old-
fashioned game of power politics, taking as much as he could without jeopardiz-
ing the relationship with his allies.’’∑∞

Oil was the Kremlin’s most important consideration. The dramatic dash of
Hitler’s mechanized armies toward the oil refineries of Grozny and Baku in 1942
helped to focus Soviet attention on the broader issue of the ‘‘struggle for oil.’’
Former Soviet oil minister Nikolai Baibakov recalled that in 1944 Stalin suddenly
asked at him if the Western allies would ‘‘crush us if they get a chance.’’ If
Western powers were able to deny the ussr access to oil reserves, Stalin ex-
plained, then all Soviet war arsenals would become worthless. Baibakov left
Stalin’s o≈ce reflecting that the ussr needed ‘‘much, very much oil.’’∑≤

Throughout the war and the Soviet occupation of Iran, the Soviets tried to
legalize their rights to drill oil in northern Iran. The anti-Communist Iranian
government and the majority in the Majlis (parliament), supported by the British
interests, successfully rebu√ed these attempts. On August 16, 1944, Beria re-
ported to Stalin and Molotov that ‘‘the British, and possibly Americans, secretly
work against a transfer of oil fields in Northern Iran to the Soviet Union.’’ The
report emphasized that ‘‘the U.S. actively began to seek oil contracts for Ameri-
can companies in Iranian Baluchistan’’ and concluded that ‘‘successes of U.S. oil
policy in the Middle East began to impinge on British interests and led to ag-
gravation of Anglo-American contradictions.’’ Beria recommended pushing for a
Soviet-Iranian agreement on oil concessions in northern Iran and making ‘‘a
decision on Soviet participation in Anglo-American oil talks.’’ The last sugges-
tion implied that the Soviet Union could join the oil club of three great powers
in Iran.∑≥

Stalin ignored the last point but implemented the first. The development of oil
fields in Iran became his priority, along with the development of Soviet oil re-
serves beyond the Urals, as part of the Soviet Union’s postwar economic plans. In
September 1944, Molotov’s deputy and Stalin’s protégé, Sergei Kavtaradze, went
to Tehran to demand oil concessions. Despite great pressure, Prime Minister
Muhammad Sa’id refused to negotiate until after the end of the war and the
complete withdrawal of foreign troops from Iranian territory. In June 1945, Soviet
policy toward Iran entered a new, more aggressive phase. After consultation with
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the ‘‘troika’’ of Molotov, Kavtaradze, and Bagirov, Stalin ordered exploration of
oil fields in northern Iran (at Bender-Shah and Shahi) with the aim of starting to
drill in late September.∑∂

Aside from the importance of oil, Stalin’s strategic motives in Iran were to
keep the Western powers, particularly the United States, away from Soviet bor-
ders. George Kennan, American charge d’a√aires in Moscow, recognized this
motive, as well as the British consul in Mashhad, who wrote in his memoirs that
it was, ‘‘above all, the e√orts of Standard and Shell to secure oil-prospecting
rights that changed the Russians in Persia from hot-war allies into cold-war
rivals.’’∑∑ Stalin’s security criteria were the same for northern Iran as they were for
Xinjiang and Manchuria: Soviet control over strategic communications and a
total ban on a Western business presence and even on the presence of foreign
nationals.

There were other parallels between Soviet behavior in Manchuria and Iran. The
Soviet army remained Stalin’s biggest asset as long as it occupied northern Iran.
He also had allies inside Iran that he used to manipulate the Iranian government.
The People’s Party of Iran (Tudeh), a Marxist-Leninist organization from the
Comintern days, enjoyed some support among leftist Iranian intellectuals and
nationalists. However, events of 1944–45 proved that the Tudeh was a very limited
asset. Stalin decided to use the Azeri nationalist card to create a separatist move-
ment in northern Iran. Then the Soviets could blackmail the Iranian government,
just as they had done with the Guomindang using the Chinese Communists.∑∏

On July 6, 1945, Stalin sanctioned ‘‘measures to organize a separatist move-
ment in Southern Azerbaijan’’ and other provinces of northern Iran. The deci-
sion aimed ‘‘to create inside the Iranian state a national autonomous Azerbai-
jani region with broad jurisdiction,’’ to instigate separatist movements in Gilan,
Mazenderan, Gorgan, and Khorasan, and ‘‘to encourage’’ Iranian Kurds to assert
their autonomy. The Soviet Union would provide armaments, printing presses,
and money to the separatists. Defense Minister Nikolai Bulganin and the Azer-
baijan leader Bagirov were in charge of these policies. The day-to-day practical
implementation of the plan fell to Bagirov and the group of Soviet advisers in
Tabriz and Tehran, most of them ethnic Azeris.∑π Stalin told Bagirov that it
was time to reunify Azerbaijan and northern Iran. In the months that followed,
Bagirov and the entire Azeri party machine enthusiastically implemented Stalin’s
instructions.∑∫

Even British and American o≈cials recognized that there was enough local
fuel for nationalist insurrection in northern Iran—the Soviets only had to light a
match.∑Ω The only problem that Stalin had was the shortage of time after the
abrupt end of the war with Japan. Louise L’Estrange Fawcett correctly observed:
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‘‘It can be no coincidence that the adp’s [Azerbaijan Democratic Party’s] reaction
coincided almost exactly with the end of the war with Japan, which marked the
beginning of the six-month period’’ after which Moscow, London, and Wash-
ington had agreed to withdraw their troops from Iran. In September, the clock
began to tick toward the deadline for withdrawal.∏≠

From late September until December, the new autonomist movement, sup-
ported by Bagirov and the nkvd, created new power structures in Azerbaijan and
almost totally dismantled Tehran’s administration there. Soviet occupational au-
thorities engineered a forceful merge of Tudeh’s northern branches with the new
pro-Soviet adp. The leadership of the Tudeh, mostly veteran revolutionaries of
the early 1920s, wanted to turn Iran into a leader of the anticolonial struggle in
the Middle East and South Asia. But these dreams were brushed aside by the
Soviets since they did not fit with Stalin’s plans. The Soviet embassy in Tehran
instructed the Tudeh to refrain from revolutionary activities in major Iranian
cities. Meanwhile, the creation of the Azeri autonomist movement evoked an
enthusiastic response among the Azeri population. The nationalist card seemed
to have brought an immediate political victory for Moscow.∏∞

In December 1945, on the eve of Stalin’s meeting with Byrnes and Bevin in
Moscow, the Soviets launched two secessionist regimes: in Iranian Azerbaijan
and in the Republic of Kurdistan. Throughout the Iranian crisis, all sides, includ-
ing the ussr, Great Britain, and the United States, had oil and influence in Iran
as primary considerations. For the moment, however, Stalin seemed to be hold-
ing all the cards, but he preferred to avoid a direct showdown with the West. He
may have expected that the British and the Americans would eventually prefer to
resolve the future of Iran at a trilateral conference (as Russia and Great Britain
had done in 1907).∏≤ Indeed, Byrnes refused to join the British in their protest
against the Soviet instigation of Iranian separatism. The secretary of state was
eager to reach a general agreement with Stalin.∏≥

Stalin’s methods reveal a recognizable pattern. Each time, the Soviet leader
sided with expansionist-minded subordinates and e√ectively mobilized jingoist
sentiments in the Soviet bureaucracy. The Soviets acted unilaterally, under the
camouflage of secrecy and denial. They exploited the presence of the indige-
nous revolutionary and nationalist movements but preferred to create move-
ments under their control in order to further their goals. Although Stalin pre-
tended to stay within the framework of great power diplomacy, he constantly
tested its limits. This pattern allowed Stalin to achieve impressive tactical vic-
tories in Central Europe and the Far East. The Kremlin ruler, however, did not
realize that every such victory wasted Soviet postwar political capital in the United
States. Ultimately, it exhausted the potential for Stalin’s diplomacy.
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from iran to a cold war

The Iranian government began to realize it would have to negotiate a deal directly
with Moscow. On February 19, 1946, the new Iranian prime minister, Ahmad
Qavam al-Saltana, came to Moscow to meet Stalin. The talks lasted for three
weeks. During the war, Qavam had leaned toward the Soviet side, and this factor
may have influenced Soviet tactics. Stalin and Molotov acted as a ‘‘good cop–bad
cop’’ team: on the one hand, they dangled before Qavam a promise to act as
mediators between Tehran and the separatist regimes; on the other hand, they
pressed the prime minister to grant oil concessions to the Soviet Union. Qavam
pointed out the Majlis’s explicit ban on any oil concessions while foreign troops
remained in Iranian territory. Stalin encouraged Qavam to change the Iranian
constitution and rule without the Majlis. Soviet troops, he promised, would
‘‘secure’’ Qavam’s rule. To emphasize the last point, Soviet tank formations
began a movement toward Tehran. The Iranian leader ignored this poisoned
o√er; however, he promised Stalin he would obtain an oil concession for the
Soviet Union after the Majlis elections.∏∂

Soon it became clear that Qavam had outfoxed Stalin. Jamil Hasanli concludes
that the Iranian prime minister ‘‘correctly assessed U.S. capabilities in the post-
war world’’ and shifted his orientation from the Soviet Union to the United
States. While the talks dragged on in Moscow, the international deadline for
withdrawal of foreign troops from Iran passed on March 2, 1946. The Soviet
Union found itself in an open breach of this agreement. The Iranian government
and the Majlis, encouraged by American diplomats, decided to bring this case to
the United Nations, a brilliant move that changed the whole game in Iran. Sud-
denly, American public opinion became galvanized by ‘‘the Iranian crisis’’: now at
stake was not only the future of Iran’s oil but also the ability of the new United
Nations to defend its members against the encroachments of the big powers.∏∑

The Soviet-Iranian conflict occurred at the time of an anti-Soviet shift in U.S.
foreign policy and military circles: by March these groups began to see every
Kremlin move as part of an aggressive Communist pattern. Truman decided to
send the battleship uss Missouri to the Turkish Straits to support Turkey in the
face of the Soviet ultimatum. On February 28, Byrnes publicly proclaimed a new
policy of ‘‘patience with firmness’’ toward the Soviet Union. George Kennan sent
his ‘‘long telegram’’ from Moscow a day after Stalin’s first meeting with Qavam.
He explained that the United States could not turn the Soviet Union into a reliable
international partner and suggested a containment of Soviet expansionism. On
the next day after Churchill’s speech in Fulton, Missouri, the United States deliv-
ered a note of protest, saying that it could not ‘‘remain indi√erent’’ to the delay of
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Soviet military withdrawal from Iran. The Iranian prime minister left Moscow on
the day Pravda published Stalin’s angry reply to Churchill. The support of Iran in
the spring of 1946, one historian concluded, ‘‘marked the transition from a
passive to an active policy’’ for the postwar United States.∏∏

The hearing of the Iranian a√air at the United Nations was scheduled for
March 25. As Molotov began to prepare for this event, he discovered that the
Soviet Union faced diplomatic isolation. ‘‘We began to probe [on Iran],’’ he
recollected, ‘‘but nobody supported us.’’∏π Stalin failed to predict the far-reaching
impact of the Iranian crisis. He regarded the fuss about Iran as just another test of
nerves, an ongoing rivalry among a few statesmen. The sudden intensity of
American involvement puzzled him. One day before the un hearing, the Kremlin
ruler ordered the immediate withdrawal of troops and instructed the Soviet am-
bassador in Tehran to strike a deal with Qavam. This pattern of behavior, press-
ing until the last moment before the collision and then pulling away, reflected
Stalin’s understanding of how international a√airs worked. The damage, how-
ever, was done: Stalin’s pressure on Iran, combined with his belligerence toward
Turkey, put the Soviet Union on a collision course not only with the Truman
administration but also with broad segments of American public opinion.

In response to cries of betrayal from the dispirited leader of the adp, Jafar
Pishevari, Stalin sent him an amazingly hypocritical letter. He asserted that big-
ger ‘‘revolutionary’’ reasons, which Pishevari was unable to see, necessitated the
Soviet pullout. If Soviet troops had stayed in Iran, Stalin wrote, this would have
‘‘undercut the basis of our liberationist policies in Europe and Asia.’’ The Soviet
withdrawal, he continued, would delegitimize the Anglo-American military pres-
ence in other countries and facilitate a movement of liberation there and ‘‘would
render our policy of liberation more justified and e≈cient.’’∏∫

Soviet diplomatic defeat at first was not apparent. Stalin felt vindicated for a
brief time in April 1946 when Qavam agreed to grant oil concessions to the
Soviets, contingent upon the approval of the newly elected Majlis. Only in Sep-
tember did Stalin admit that the Iranian parliament was not about to ratify
Qavam’s concession. As usual, he blamed his underlings for ‘‘an oversight’’ but
did not punish anybody.∏Ω In October, the Iranian prime minister engineered a
rightist crackdown on the separatists. Kurdish and Azeri regimes in northern
Iran, left without Soviet military support, were doomed. When Iranian troops
entered the northern provinces, Stalin abandoned the rebels to their fate. Re-
sponding to frantic appeals from Baku, he opened the Soviet border for adp
elites and some refugees, but did nothing else. Despite the collapse, Bagirov and
many others in Soviet Azerbaijan continued to hope that ‘‘in a case of military
conflict’’ between the Soviet Union and Iran, there would be a chance to annex
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Iranian territories and ‘‘reunify’’ Azerbaijan.π≠ However, the Kremlin leadership
had never wanted to provoke a war over Azerbaijan.

Almost simultaneously, Stalin su√ered another regional defeat. On August 7,
1946, the Soviets sent a note to the Turks, restating their ‘‘proposal’’ of the ‘‘joint’’
control of the straits. There was not a word about territorial demands in the note,
and Soviet diplomats hinted that if an agreement on the straits was reached, these
demands would be dropped. The Turks, now backed by Washington and Lon-
don, responded with a firm refusal. Again, Stalin’s new move in his war of nerves
against Turkey backfired by producing a genuine ‘‘war scare’’ among U.S. politi-
cians and the military. Prompted by foggy intelligence signals and exaggerated
estimates about Soviet military concentration near Turkey’s borders, some in
these circles began to contemplate, for the first time, an atomic strike against the
Soviet Union, including the plants of the Urals and the Caucasus oil industry.
This time, as some evidence suggests, Stalin may have realized just how close he
was to the brink and called the campaign o√. Publicly, however, he dismissed the
American atomic monopoly with his usual bravado.π∞

Once again, Stalin was not ready to clash with the United States over Turkey—
to the great chagrin of Georgian o≈cials. Around that time, Akaki Mgeladze, the
senior Georgian o≈cial, expressed his frustration in a private conversation with
Marshal Fedor Tolbukhin, commander of the Trans-Caucasus military district.
Ukrainians, Mgeladze complained, had ‘‘regained’’ all their lands but Georgians
were still waiting. Tolbukhin expressed his complete sympathy for the aspira-
tions of the Georgian people.π≤

The behavior of the United States was another crucial factor that confused
Stalin’s calculations. From February 1946 on, the United States adopted a new
strategy of actively defending Western Europe, as well as Turkey and Iran, seeing
these regions and countries as potential victims of ‘‘Communist expansion.’’
Since the fall of 1945, the United States, not the Soviet Union, had acted as the
defining factor in global international relations. And by 1946, the Truman admin-
istration decided to contain the Soviet Union, dramatically changing the outlines
of international relations. The Americans were already moving toward confronta-
tion, not cooperation, with the Soviet Union. The possibilities of success for
Stalin’s great power games began to diminish.

The Soviet Union still enjoyed enormous authority and had many millions
of friends in the West.π≥ Yet the most influential friends were gone. Roose-
velt’s death and the subsequent departure of Harry Hopkins, Henry Morgenthau,
Harold Ickes, and the other New Dealers forever ended the Soviet Union’s ‘‘spe-
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cial relations’’ with the United States. The last ally Stalin had in the U.S. govern-
ment was Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace, who took a bold stand for
continuing the wartime cooperation with Moscow. In fact, there was communi-
cation between Wallace and the Kremlin dictator. In late October 1945, Wallace
used the nkgb’s station chief in Washington to communicate the following
message to Stalin: ‘‘Truman was a petty politician who reached his current post
by accident. He often has ‘good’ intentions but too easily falls under the influence
of people around him.’’ Wallace described himself as ‘‘fighting for Truman’s
soul’’ with a very powerful group that included Byrnes. That group, he alleged,
was extremely anti-Soviet; they ‘‘advance an idea of a dominating Anglo-Saxon
bloc consisting mainly of the U.S. and England’’ confronting the ‘‘extremely
hostile Slavic world’’ led by the Soviet Union. Wallace o√ered to play the role of
Soviet ‘‘agent of influence’’ in the United States. He pleaded with Stalin to help
him and his supporters.π∂

The nkgb transmitted this extraordinary appeal to Stalin. His reaction is
unknown. In any case, Stalin was not about to alter his international behavior to
help Wallace and American leftists. Nevertheless, he expected to use Wallace and
his friends in his struggle for American public opinion against Byrnes and other
adversaries.

We also do not know how Stalin reacted to the analytical and intelligence
feedback regarding American attitudes toward the Soviet Union. In fall 1945, Igor
Gouzenko, Soviet cipher clerk in Ottawa, and Elizabeth Bentley, an American
citizen running a ring of Soviet spies in the United States, defected and told
Canadian intelligence and the fbi about Soviet intelligence activities in North
America. These defections produced a snowball e√ect in the following months.
They led not only to a rapid heightening in the anti-Soviet mood in Canada and
the United States but also to the blackout in Soviet intelligence e√orts in these
countries. The nkgb and gru hierarchies delayed informing Stalin, Molotov,
and Beria about their intelligence failures until the end of November. Meanwhile,
as historian Allen Weinstein and journalist Alexander Vassiliev discovered, Bent-
ley’s defection ‘‘managed virtually overnight to freeze all active nkgb intel-
ligence activity in the United States.’’ Fearful for their remaining intelligence
assets, the nkgb froze all contacts with an extremely valuable British agent in
Washington, ‘‘Homer’’ (Donald Maclean). The gru probably did the same with
its networks.π∑ Thus, American policy-making circles suddenly became more
opaque to Stalin, just at the moment when the rapid switch to the policy of
containment occurred.

Despite the e√ect of the Gouzenko a√air, Stalin knew about the rapid tough-
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ening of the U.S. stance toward the Soviet Union. Soviet intelligence, according
to Russian historian Vladimir Pechatnov, eventually picked up a copy of Kennan’s
‘‘long telegram’’ in Washington. Stalin and Molotov also understood the geo-
strategic implications of a U.S.-British alliance: a combination of American eco-
nomic potential and atomic power and the British empire’s military bases around
the globe led to a dangerous encirclement of the Soviet Union. Yet this knowledge
ultimately did little to alter Stalin’s decisions. Pechatnov wonders if Stalin was
aware ‘‘of the connection between his own actions and a growing resistance to
them.’’ The answer is, probably not.π∏

Stalin assumed that the other powers would remain selfish, scheming, and
quarrelsome, in accordance with the Leninist concept of imperialism. When
Stalin assessed his Western opponents, he did it based on his notion of their
‘‘imperialist’’ nature and logic. When the Labour government in London did not
show consistency in this regard, Stalin heaped scorn on them. Ernest Bevin and
Clement Attlee, he said in November 1945, ‘‘are great fools; they have the power
in a great country and they don’t know what to do with it. They are empirically
oriented.’’ππ Stalin’s contempt for Bevin contrasted with his attitude, ranging
from respect to cold fury, toward Churchill.

Ideological influences, as John Lewis Gaddis has noted, explained Stalin’s
expansionism and his belief that the Soviet Union could get away with it. In
particular, Stalin’s expectation of an inevitable postwar economic crisis and his
belief in ‘‘imperialist contradictions’’ among capitalist states made him dismiss
the possibility of Western cooperation.π∫ Also, Stalin’s expansionism was linked
to his domestic politics of mobilization, which included Russo-centric propa-
ganda and his appeal to other forms of nationalism. Nationalist sentiments and
aspirations among Soviet elites and the broader public gave domestic support for
the Kremlin’s policies of ‘‘socialist imperialism’’ in 1945–46.

It is not possible to determine whether Stalin expected that his toughness in
the Balkans and his probing in Turkey and Iran would provoke a rupture with the
Western allies. It is clear, though, that Stalin’s actions helped pave the way for the
Cold War. His tactics in the Middle East helped to bring about a postwar coopera-
tion between Great Britain and the United States and made U.S. administrations
react harshly to ‘‘Soviet expansionism.’’ Stalin’s assumptions played a trick on
him. Stalin was brutally e√ective inasmuch as his territorial and political goals
could be supported by the force of the Soviet army. However, as a diplomatic and
public relations practice, this stance was disastrous, just as Litvinov had feared.
Without adequate feedback about his own failures, he persevered in the course
that helped to turn the tension between the ussr and the United States into a full-
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scale confrontation. And, later, his black-and-white worldview, faith in brute
force, and Marxist-Leninist ideological baggage left him without any alternative
to the Cold War and the unilateral mobilization of Soviet economic and mili-
tary power.

The new American global power and the determination of the Truman admin-
istration to use it was an independent factor. The United States, many historians
agree, began to act as a global power not only in response to the Soviet challenge
but also according to its own blueprint for the world. The post-Wilsonian pro-
gram to build a ‘‘free and democratic’’ Europe and contain Communism else-
where was a new revolutionary factor that was fundamentally changing foreign
a√airs. And there were powerful forces in American political circles and society
that had always believed, as W. R. Smyser concludes, that ‘‘only [the United
States] could have interest and forces all around the world.’’ In the minds of these
thinkers, for the postwar peace the Soviet Union could have a regional role but
could not play the role of a truly great power.πΩ At the same time, one wonders if
these forces would have had their way and if the United States would have moved
to center stage in world politics so rapidly without the ‘‘help’’ of the Soviet threat
and Stalin’s actions.

Stalin’s extrapolation of the lessons of European international relations during
the previous century kept his mind closed to the motives behind American global
interventionism. Stalin could foresee the end of American isolationism, but he
failed to give credence to the huge impulse behind the ideas of the ‘‘American
century,’’ which, couched in multilateral language, drove the United States to stay
in Europe. Until the fall of 1945, Stalin received many benefits from his part-
nership with Washington. His experience dealing with Americans led him to
believe he could squeeze out other marginal gains without encountering U.S.
resistance, so long as the Soviet actions targeted the British spheres of influence.
Much to Stalin’s surprise, the Truman administration decided that there was no
alternative to containment of Soviet expansionism in every part of the world,
including Central Europe. This decision set the stage for decades of Cold War.

Stalin did avoid one huge mistake. He never openly posed as an aggressor and
carefully preserved the veneer of international legitimacy on his expansionism.
The Soviet leader left to the West the role of breaking the agreements of Yalta and
Potsdam and starting a confrontation. Later, Molotov could claim: ‘‘What does
the ‘cold war’ mean? We were simply on the o√ensive. They became angry at us,
of course, but we had to consolidate what we conquered.’’∫≠ The majority of
Soviet citizens shared this perception. For decades to come, they would continue
to believe that not Stalin but the United States had unleashed the Cold War.
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domestic ‘‘cold war’’ begins

Stalin feared that the e√ect of Hiroshima, combined with the overall sense of
laxity and fatigue after the war, could cause Soviet elites to seek an accommoda-
tion with the United States, perhaps even an acceptance of U.S. superiority.
Molotov’s ‘‘softness’’ during the London conference made him a target of Sta-
lin’s anger and suspicion.∫∞ Back in Moscow in early October 1945, Molotov had
to admit his errors before his own subordinates at the Commissariat of Foreign
A√airs. He described the conference as a battlefield where ‘‘certain American and
British quarters’’ launched the first ‘‘diplomatic attack on the foreign policy gains
of the Soviet Union.’’∫≤

This was just the beginning of Molotov’s troubles. In early October, Stalin left
for a vacation on the Black Sea—his first in many years. The war had greatly aged
the Kremlin leader, and foreign journalists began to speculate about Stalin’s ill
health and possible retirement. They even named Molotov and Zhukov as his
successors. Reading press dispatches, Stalin began to suspect that his closest
lieutenants (Beria, Malenkov, Molotov, and Mikoyan) might no longer need his
leadership and would not be averse to accommodating the United States and
Great Britain behind his back. Stalin was incensed when he read that Molotov,
speaking at a reception for foreign journalists, hinted at the forthcoming relaxa-
tion of state censorship on world media. In a coded telegram, Stalin lashed out at
Molotov’s ‘‘liberalism and ad-libbing.’’ He blamed his lieutenant for attempting
to carry out a policy of ‘‘concessions to Anglo-Americans,’’ to ‘‘give foreigners an
impression that he had his own policy distinct from the policy of the Government
and Stalin, the impression that with him, Molotov, [the West] could do busi-
ness.’’ By one stroke of a pen he excluded Molotov from the narrow circle of
leadership and proposed to Beria, Malenkov, and Mikoyan the removal of Molo-
tov from his positions as first deputy to Stalin and foreign minister. The attempt
of other lieutenants to defend Molotov infuriated Stalin even more. After some
time and Molotov’s pleas for mercy, Stalin agreed to put his old friend Vyacheslav
on probation and authorized him to continue negotiations with Byrnes.∫≥

While Stalin was planting the mine under Molotov, he cracked his whip over
all his lieutenants. He wrote to them: ‘‘There are now many in seats of authority
who wax ecstatic like children when hearing praises of the Churchills, the Tru-
mans, and the Byrnses and, conversely, losing their heart after unfavorable refer-
ences from these misters. As I see it, these are dangerous attitudes, since they
spawn in our ranks servility before foreign figures. Against this servility before
foreigners we must fight tooth and nail.’’∫∂ This cable contained the gist of
the ideological campaign of xenophobic isolationism that would erupt in a few
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months. This campaign would force all Stalin’s subordinates to reconfirm their
loyalty and zeal on the new front, uprooting the mood of ‘‘kowtowing before the
West’’ allegedly present in the Soviet state apparatus and society.

Had Stalin died at that moment, his colleagues might have chosen a more
accommodating course toward the United States. They lacked his unique talent
for doom scenarios; they also shared the nomenklatura’s preference that life after
the war should be less demanding. As their actions after 1953 would demon-
strate, they did not and could not ignore, as Stalin did, the country’s exhaus-
tion and misery. Still, Stalin’s subordinates were prisoners of the revolutionary-
imperial paradigm. Xenophobic and isolationist, they were torn between the
desire for peaceful reconstruction and the temptations of ‘‘socialist imperial-
ism.’’ They wanted cooperation with Western powers, but on Soviet terms, with
preservation of Soviet economic autarky and freedom of action.

In the fall of 1945, the Soviet leadership and o≈cials debated if the Soviet
Union should join the postwar international economic and financial institutions
(the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank) created at Bretton Woods.
Some high o≈cials dealing with state budgets, finances, industries, and trade
argued, for pragmatic and economic grounds, for Soviet participation. The com-
missar of finances, Arseny Zverev, insisted that a Soviet presence in these institu-
tions, even in an observer’s capacity, would help in future trade and loan negotia-
tions with the West. This position received support from Mikoyan and Lozovsky.
They considered American loans and technology as necessary to Soviet economic
recovery. Other o≈cials, including Nikolai Voznesensky, the head of Gosplan,
the State Planning Committee, argued that foreign debts would undermine So-
viet economic independence. In a memorandum to Molotov in October 1945,
Ivan Maisky cautioned that Americans used their loans to the British to open their
empire for U.S. economic and financial penetration. Particularly worrisome, he
wrote, was American insistence that money would be disbursed under their
control and that Great Britain should dismantle its state mechanisms for trade
monopoly.∫∑

By February 1946, according to Vladimir Pechatnov, isolationist attitudes pre-
vailed inside the Soviet bureaucracy. Some o≈cials appealed ‘‘to Stalin’s reluc-
tance both to make the Soviet economy more transparent and to deposit part of
the Soviet gold reserve’’ with the International Monetary Fund. Stalin decided not
to join the Bretton Woods system. In March, the o≈cial correspondence of the
finance ministry already stressed the new stance—that the Western powers might
interpret a Soviet presence in the international institutions as a sign of Soviet
weakness and readiness for unilateral concessions ‘‘under US pressure.’’ Molo-
tov, when asked in the 1970s, said that the Americans ‘‘were trying to draw us into
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their company, but in the subordinate role. We would have got into the position
of dependence, and still would not have obtained anything from them.’’∫∏

The Generalissimo used the occasion of the first postwar ‘‘elections’’ for the
Supreme Soviet to set new guidelines for the Communist Party and state cadres
on February 9, 1946, in the Bolshoi Theater. Stalin’s speech, infused with ideo-
logical language, announced an unabashedly unilateralist postwar course. For
many observers, it meant a final break with the spirit of the Grand Alliance; there
was not a single friendly word in the speech to the Western powers. The speech
commanded the o≈cials in the audience to convert the Soviet Union into a
superpower in one decade, ‘‘to surpass in the near future the achievements of
science beyond the borders of our country’’ (a hint at the future atomic-missile
race), and to ‘‘increase the level of our industry, for instance, threefold in com-
parison with the pre-war level.’’ This, the speech concluded, would be the only
condition that would ensure Soviet security ‘‘against any eventualities.’’ Stalin
wrote the speech himself, edited it several times, and even prescribed the audi-
ence’s reaction by inserting the words ‘‘furious applause,’’ ‘‘applause and stand-
ing ovation,’’ and so on, in the speech draft after the key paragraphs.∫π The
speech was broadcast on the radio and printed in tens of millions of copies.
Shrewd listeners and readers immediately recognized it as a death knell to hopes
of a better life, as well as postwar cooperation with Western allies. Stalin ordered
the nomenklatura to make another big leap forward.∫∫

The new course, in e√ect, transformed the postwar period into a time of
mobilization and preparation for future lethal ‘‘eventualities.’’ The o≈cial sta-
tistics show the drop in military expenditures, from 128.7 billion rubles in 1945
to 73.7 billion rubles in 1946. They remained at this level, which was higher
than the prewar level, in 1947 as well. This figure did not include the costs
of the atomic project, which came from the ‘‘special’’ funds of the state. The
plans for 1946 also included forty new naval bases. The consumer-oriented sec-
tors of the economy, above all agriculture, remained in a disastrous condition, as
the o≈cial estimate from Finance Minister Zverev to Stalin in October 1946
indicated:∫Ω

1940 1942 1944 1945
Bread (in millions of tons) 24.0 12.1 10.0 11.0
Meat (in thousands of tons) 1,417 672 516 624
Butter (in thousands of tons) 228 111 106 117
Sugar (in thousands of tons) 2,181 114 245 465
Clothing items (in millions) 183.0 54.0 47.0 50.0
Shoes, pairs (in millions) 211.0 52.7 67.4 66.1
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The living standards of the Soviet people, the victors, plummeted to a level
below that of the vanquished Germans. During the war, the state had requi-
sitioned a large part of people’s incomes through the enforced purchase of
war bonds, semivoluntary donations, and indirect taxes. Inflation did additional
damage.Ω≠ The prewar living standard, already very low, looked by 1946 like an
unreachable dream.

Churchill’s iron curtain speech supplied Stalin with another excellent oppor-
tunity for preparing Soviet citizens for the life of destitution and hunger ahead. In
his reply in Pravda on March 14, 1946, personally drafted and carefully edited,
Stalin called the former British ally ‘‘a warmonger,’’ compared him to Hitler, and
contrasted Soviet ‘‘internationalism’’ with Churchill’s search for ‘‘racist’’ Anglo-
Saxon world domination. The harshness of the response was calculated: in this
way, Stalin indicated his uncompromising attitude toward any Western attempt
to challenge the Soviet sphere of influence in Central Europe. The common
public wish from now on would not be cooperation with the Western powers but
the prevention of war with them. This fear was exactly what Stalin needed to
promote his mobilization campaign.Ω∞

Stalin put Andrei Zhdanov in charge of the mobilization campaign (known as
Zhdanovshchina). Zhdanov had not excelled in his wartime role as Leningrad’s
party chief, yet his background made him good enough for the propaganda job.
He came from a well-educated family—his father, like Lenin’s father, was an
inspector of public schools, and his mother belonged to the nobility and had
graduated from the Moscow Conservatory. He was cultured and a good speaker.
In April 1946, Zhdanov transmitted ‘‘the order of comrade Stalin’’ to the central
party apparatus and propagandists: to refute decisively the assumption that ‘‘peo-
ple should take some time to recover after the war, etc.’’Ω≤

Another target of Stalin’s campaign was war commanders. The Kremlin leader
suspected the conquerors of Europe of Bonapartist tendencies. Stalin wanted to
whip them into shape as the mass demobilization continued. By September 1946,
the strength of the Soviet army had dropped, according to American intelligence
estimates, from a peak of 12.5 million to 4.5 million.Ω≥ Meanwhile, the military
elite was resting on its laurels, and its combat spirit evaporated in the orgy of
drinking, womanizing, and expropriations. In March 1946, a first tentative purge
was carried out of the top echelon of ‘‘the generation of victors.’’ A number of
military leaders, state managers, and engineers were framed in the ‘‘a√air of the
aircraft industry.’’ General Alexei Shakhurin, commissar of the aircraft-building
industry, and marshal of aviation Alexander Novikov, commander in chief of the
Soviet air force, were abruptly fired and then arrested on trumped-up charges of
arming the Red Army with ‘‘flawed’’ aircraft.Ω∂
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At the same time, Stalin’s military counterintelligence ‘‘discovered’’ that Mar-
shal Georgy Zhukov had brought carloads of goods and treasures from Germany
for his household and personal use. Now the Soviet national hero, who led the
Victory Parade on a white stallion, went into semiexile as commander of the
Odessa military district.Ω∑ At the same time, Georgy Malenkov, Stalin’s loyal
lieutenant, who had been in charge of the aircraft industry during the war, lost
his positions in the Party Secretariat and the Organizational Bureau (he, however,
was quickly pardoned by Stalin). What the dictator wanted was to demonstrate
that war accomplishments did not protect against purges. Adding insult to injury
for the veterans and for millions of others, in late 1946, Stalin cancelled the
public celebration and the national holiday on Victory Day; instead, people got a
day o√ on New Year’s Day.

Some downgraded veterans woke up to the horrid realities of Stalin’s rule. It
was at this time that the nkgb began to monitor all Soviet military leaders,
and some of these conversations have now reached historians. These records
include private conversations between army general Vasily Gordov and his for-
mer chief of sta√, General Fedor Rybalchenko, on New Year’s Eve in 1946.
Gordov, a ruthless army commander at Stalingrad, Berlin, and Prague, was one
of Zhukov’s sympathizers and lost his high position. Anger and alcohol loosened
the tongues of both generals. They agreed that people in the West lived in-
comparably better than Soviet people, and that life in the countryside was down-
right miserable. Rybalchenko said that ‘‘people are angry about their life and
complain openly, on trains and everywhere. Famine is unbelievable, but news-
papers just lie. Only the government lives well, while people are starving.’’ Gor-
dov wondered aloud if there was a way to work and live abroad (‘‘in Finland or in
Scandinavian countries’’). The generals regretted the absence of Western as-
sistance and feared that Stalin’s policy of confrontation with the Anglo-American
bloc would end up in war and Soviet defeat. Rybalchenko concluded: ‘‘I think
before ten years elapse they will whip our ass. Everybody says there would be
war. Our prestige has been declining abominably! Nobody will support the Soviet
Union.’’Ω∏

The discontented military was fully aware of Stalin’s role in instigating new
purges. When Rybalchenko proposed that Gordov should beg Stalin for forgive-
ness, the latter only sco√ed at this proposal. He exclaimed with pride, charac-
teristic of the postwar elite: ‘‘Why should I go and debase myself ?’’ Three days
later, alone with his wife, Gordov confessed that his trip to the countryside
(before his ‘‘elections’’ as a deputy of the Supreme Soviet) made him ‘‘completely
reborn.’’ ‘‘I am convinced that if today we disband collective farms, tomorrow
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there will be order, market, everything in abundance. People should be left alone;
they have the right to live better lives. They won these rights in the battle!’’ Stalin,
concluded Gordov, ‘‘ruined Russia.’’Ωπ

Such criticism of Stalin among Soviet elites was still rare.Ω∫ But discontent was
growing by the end of 1946, when a severe drought struck the most fertile lands
in Ukraine, Crimea, Moldova, the Volga region, and the central region of Russia,
the Far East, Siberia, and Kazakhstan. This natural calamity, combined with the
lack of manpower and resources after the war, created the danger of mass fam-
ine.ΩΩ But it was Stalin and his policies that, instead of averting famine, caused
this man-made catastrophe, similar to the famine of 1932–33.

As in the 1930s, Stalin refused to admit that a disaster was taking place and
preferred to denounce ‘‘wreckers’’ and ‘‘speculators,’’ who were allegedly re-
sponsible for the bread shortage. The Kremlin leader had huge ‘‘strategic’’ grain
reserves that he had ruthlessly accumulated for war needs. Now he refused to
release this grain for consumption. Stalin also had 1,500 tons of gold in state cof-
fers to buy food abroad. Molotov and Mikoyan later recalled that Stalin banned
the sale of gold. He even rejected food assistance from the un Relief and Rehabi-
litation Administration to Russia (while allowing some assistance to Ukraine and
White Russia). At the same time he pledged to send Soviet food to Poland and
Czechoslovakia, as well as to French and Italian Communists.∞≠≠

Stalin returned to the prewar policy of impoverishing the Soviet people, espe-
cially the peasantry and agricultural workers, in order to provide money for
industrial rebuilding and rearmament. Between 1946 and 1948, taxes on peasants
increased by 30 percent, and by 1950 they had jumped by 150 percent. The state
also refused to pay back the war bonds, billions of rubles that had been ‘‘bor-
rowed,’’ in fact confiscated, from the Soviet people. Instead, new reconstruction
bonds were imposed on the struggling citizenry.∞≠∞

Stalin certainly knew how many people resented the authorities and him
personally. But he also knew that only the elite presented a real danger. Mikoyan
recalled: Stalin ‘‘knew that the main feature of the Russian muzhik was his pa-
tience and endurance.’’∞≠≤ The purges that aimed at undermining the elites’ pride
and autonomy gradually turned into a new round of terror against them. In 1945
and 1946, there was a decline in the number of indictments by the nkvd’s Spe-
cial Commission, from 26,600 to 8,000, but by 1949 the level had jumped to
38,500.∞≠≥ In January 1947, General Gordov, his wife, and General Rybalchenko
were arrested and imprisoned, along with other military figures and their family
members.∞≠∂ The purges were still limited, and they proceeded very quietly, with-
out public denunciations. But within a couple of years, when the Cold War
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polarized the world and Stalin’s position became unshakeable, the Kremlin dic-
tator began to spill the elites’ blood on a growing scale.

stalin ‘‘consolidates’’ soviet society

Norman Naimark observes that ‘‘war provides cover for rulers to carry out proj-
ects of ethnic cleansing’’ and ‘‘provides the opportunity to deal with a trouble-
some minority by suspending civil law.’’ For Stalin, the growing confrontation
with the West provided a chance to restore full control over the elites. It also gave
him a justification for the Russification of Soviet elites and bureaucracy and the
consolidation of Soviet society with the help of strong nationalist themes and a
rigid ethnic hierarchy.∞≠∑

The campaign against ‘‘cosmopolitanism,’’ an o≈cial cover for anti-Semitic
policies, was a major part of this consolidation. Stalin’s suspicion of Jews be-
gan to grow with the onset of the Cold War. He began to imagine a conspiracy
of Soviet Jewish elites, Jewish organizations in the United States, and Jews in
his immediate entourage. Since the 1920s, many Politburo members, including
Molotov, Voroshilov, Mikhail Kalinin, and Andrei Andreev, had married Jewish
women, and now this began to feed Stalin’s suspicions.∞≠∏ In 1946, Zhdanov
passed Stalin’s order down through the ranks: accelerate the removal of ‘‘cos-
mopolitan’’ cadres, primarily ethnic Jews, from the Soviet bureaucracy, including
from the key positions of Soviet propaganda, ideology, and culture. The first
blow, reflecting the new priorities, was against the Soviet Information Bureau
(Sovinformburo), the voice, known throughout the world, of Kremlin wartime
propaganda. Zhdanov bluntly told the o≈cial who had trouble understanding
precisely who the cosmopolitan enemy was in his agency to ‘‘get rid of the
synagogue there.’’ Soviet Jews had served the Soviet regime, filling the ranks
of the professional and cultural elite for two decades. Now it was time to purge
them.∞≠π

In spring 1948, prominent Zionists appealed to Moscow to send ‘‘fifty thou-
sand’’ Soviet Jews as ‘‘volunteers’’ to Palestine to help them against the Arabs,
promising, in return, sympathy to Soviet interests. Soviet o≈cials and experts on
the Middle East reacted with great skepticism; the prevalent view was that the
class nature of Zionism would definitely put Zionists on the side of the United
States, not the ussr. Surprisingly, despite his growing anti-Semitism, Stalin
overruled the skeptics and authorized massive military assistance to the Zionists
through Czechoslovakia. In May 1948, even before the war in Palestine ended, the
Soviet Union recognized the state of Israel de jure, even before the United States
had done so. Molotov asserted in the 1970s that ‘‘everybody, except Stalin and
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myself,’’ had been against this decision. He explained that to avoid recognizing
Israel would have allowed the enemies of the ussr to depict it as opposed to
Jewish national self-determination.∞≠∫ But more probably, Stalin concluded that
supporting the Zionist movement could be his only tool to weaken British influ-
ence in the Middle East. Also, he must have hoped to exacerbate the British-
American tensions over Zionism and even to gain access to the Mediterranean.∞≠Ω

However, Israel, as most experts predicted, quickly began to lean on the
United States. Also, the phenomenal show of support for Israel among world
Jewry, including Soviet Jews, startled the Kremlin leader. Even Voroshilov’s wife,
Ekaterina (Golda Gorbman), said to his relatives on the day Israel was pro-
claimed: ‘‘Now we have our own country, too.’’ The Jewish Anti-Fascist Commit-
tee (jafc) had already become in Stalin’s eyes the hotbed of Jewish nationalism
connected to Zionist circles in the United States and Israel. Stalin knew that many
Soviet Jews saw the head of the jafc, the famous actor Solomon Mikhoels, as
their informal national leader. At the end of the war, they appealed to Molotov,
his wife, Polina Zhemchuzhina, Voroshilov, and Kaganovich to help set up a
Jewish republic in Crimea. Even before the recognition of Israel, the dictator
began to take measures to eliminate what he imagined as a potential Zionist
conspiracy inside the Soviet Union. In January 1948, the mgb (the successor to
the nkgb), at Stalin’s order, killed Mikhoels, staging it as a road accident. By the
end of 1948, other leaders of the jafc were arrested and interrogated. Among
many other things, they were accused of an alleged plot to turn Crimea into a
Zionist-American beachhead inside the Soviet Union. In January 1949, Molotov’s
deputy, Lozovsky, the former head of the Sovinformburo and the political super-
visor of the jafc, was arrested. Molotov’s wife was also arrested. Molotov re-
called that ‘‘his knees began to shake,’’ when Stalin read at the Politburo the
materials collected against Polina Zhemchuzhina. The same fate befell the wives
of Soviet ‘‘President’’ Mikhail Kalinin and of Alexander Poskrebyshev, Stalin’s
personal secretary.∞∞≠ These, as it turned out, were only the first steps toward a
colossal campaign against a ‘‘Zionist conspiracy’’ that culminated shortly before
Stalin’s death with the arrests of the ‘‘Kremlin doctors a√air’’ and the announce-
ment that these doctors allegedly prepared, on the instructions of an American
Zionist center, the assassination of Soviet political and military leaders. Soviet
Jews, including many in the Soviet bureaucracy and cultural elites, expected
imminent arrest and deportation to Siberia.∞∞∞

The central role of Crimea in the jafc case indicated Stalin’s continuing
obsession with the southern flank of the Soviet Union and unsuccessful pres-
sures on Turkey and Iran. In 1947–48, Turkey became a recipient of American
financial and military assistance and a key American regional ally. Iran was mov-
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ing in the same direction. Meanwhile, Stalin’s unfulfilled promises to the peo-
ples of South Caucasus began to backfire as well. The Communists of Georgia,
Armenia, and Azerbaijan, all Stalin’s appointees, acted like quarrelling house-
wives in a communal kitchen. After the dream of returning ‘‘ancestral lands’’ in
Turkey did not materialize, the leaders of Georgia and Armenia began to scheme
against Azerbaijan. Armenia’s party secretary, Grigory Arutynov, complained that
he had no room to settle and resources to feed the repatriates (although, instead
of the projected 400,000 Armenians, only 90,000 arrived in Soviet Armenia). He
proposed to resettle Azeri peasants, living on Armenian territory, in Azerbaijan.
He also suggested transferring Nagorny Karabagh, a hilly area historically dis-
puted between the Azeris and the Armenians, from the Soviet Republic of Azer-
baijan to the Soviet Republic of Armenia. Bagirov responded with counterargu-
ments and counterclaims. Georgians and Armenians hinted to Moscow about the
growth of ‘‘Armenian nationalism’’ in the region.∞∞≤

In December 1947, Stalin accepted Arutynov’s proposal to resettle Azeri peas-
ants outside of Armenia. However, he did not support the redrawing of the
republic’s borders. And at some point, he decided to resume the ‘‘ethnic cleans-
ing’’ of South Caucasus from suspicious and potentially disloyal elements. In
September 1948, a fire on the steamer Pobeda (Victory), which was bringing
Armenian repatriates, triggered Stalin’s suspicions. From his Black Sea dacha he
cabled to Malenkov: ‘‘There are American agents among the repatriates. They
prepared a terrorist act on the steamer ‘Pobeda.’ ’’ On the next day Malenkov
cabled back: ‘‘You are right, of course. We will take all necessary measures.’’ The
Politburo immediately passed the order to stop repatriation.∞∞≥ In April and May
1949, the Politburo decreed that all ‘‘Armenian nationalists’’ (including some
repatriates from all over the world), as well as all ‘‘former Turkish citizens’’
from Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan, be deported to Kazakhstan and Siberia.
Greeks were also deported. The deportations from South Caucasus in 1944–49
involved 157,000 people.∞∞∂ This ‘‘cleansing’’ did not end the nationalist tensions.
Still, Stalin managed to bring the regional politics, destabilized by his foreign
policy adventures, back under control.

Simultaneously, Stalin delivered a lethal blow to the ‘‘Leningraders,’’ meaning
those party and state o≈cials from the Russian Federation, especially Leningrad,
who had been ethnic Russians and had become popular among the Russian
public during the war. These o≈cials hoped that Stalin would continue to rely on
them for postwar reconstruction. This group included Nikolai Voznesensky, the
Gosplan head; chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Russian Federation
and member of the Party Orgburo Mikhail Rodionov; Central Committee secre-
tary and Orgburo member Alexei Kuznetsov; and first secretary of Leningrad’s
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Communist Party organization Petr Popkov. They were protégés of Andrei Zhda-
nov and had been in charge of Leningrad’s heroic defense during the 900 days of
the German siege. Beria and Malenkov, threatened by this group’s ascendancy,
did everything to compromise the Leningraders in Stalin’s eyes and finally suc-
ceeded. The Kremlin launched an investigation into the ‘‘Leningrad a√air,’’ as
well as the ‘‘Gosplan a√air’’ against Voznesensky. In February and March 1949,
Stalin dismissed Voznesensky, Rodionov, Kuznetsov, and Popkov from their po-
sitions. After several months, the mgb arrested them, along with another 65 high
o≈cials and 145 family members and relatives. The ‘‘investigation’’ used appall-
ing methods of torture. Stalin made the Politburo members, including Malenkov
and Minister of Defense Nikolai Bulganin, attend interrogations personally. On
October 1, 1950, 23 high o≈cials, including Voznesensky, Rodionov, Kuznetsov,
and Popkov, were executed. About the same time, the arrested generals, includ-
ing Gordov, Rybalchenko, and Grigory Kulik, were also shot.∞∞∑

Within a few short years, Stalin had successfully stolen the glory of victory and
the fruits of peace from the Soviet people, victors in World War II. Of course, he
could not have done this without the support of millions of willing collaborators,
including military and civilian elites. Many war veterans slipped from heroic roles
back into the position of ‘‘cogs’’ in the state machinery. They welcomed and
supported the transformation of the ussr into a world empire and superpower.
Reawakened chauvinism and nationalism and ideological belief in the aggressive
hostility of ‘‘Western imperialism’’ toward the Soviet Union—all these factors
contributed to the powerful amalgam that made millions of Soviet citizens sub-
scribe in good conscience to Stalin’s postwar plans.∞∞∏ Many veterans came to
regard the Soviet empire and its security bu√er of Central Europe as the necessary
substitute for bread, happiness, and a comfortable life after victory. They also
compensated for the permanent lack of domestic security by projecting their
fears outside, by resurrecting the cult of Soviet military power, displaying overt
hostility toward the West, and embracing a new anti-Americanism. This became
the core of the Soviet collective identity for decades to come.∞∞π

While appealing to the impulses of Russian chauvinism, state propaganda and
the media excoriated Jewish ‘‘cosmopolitans.’’ During the purge of Jews from
Moscow State University, Anatoly Chernyaev listened to his friend, a war veteran,
explaining to him: ‘‘For several years the party has been fighting against Jewish
domination. It is cleansing itself from the Jews.’’ At this same time, another brave
young veteran spoke up against anti-Semitism. He immediately lost his party
membership and disappeared from the university.∞∞∫ The anti-Semitic purge gave
those who supported anti-Semitic policies a false sense of solidarity and power
akin to what many Germans had felt under Hitler. Another witness described
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such types: ‘‘The war had given them a taste of power. They were incapable of
critical thinking. They studied to be masters of life.’’∞∞Ω

At one of the anti-cosmopolitan meetings at Moscow State University, Pro-
fessor Sergei Dmitriev asked his colleague what the reason for this campaign
could be. The answer was: ‘‘War. People must be prepared for a new war. And it is
approaching.’’∞≤≠ The intensifying Cold War certainly helped Stalin to justify his
anti-Semitic campaign, as well as the deportations of Armenians and Greeks, as
well as of Ukrainians, Latvians, and Lithuanians. It helped him consolidate the
Russian core of his ‘‘socialist empire.’’ The winds of a new war also helped Stalin
to stamp out any potential discontent and dissent among the elites. The majority
of state o≈cials and military o≈cers in the Soviet Union were convinced that the
West was on the o√ensive and had to be contained.

This perception grew when the United States tested two atomic bombs at the
Bikini atoll in the Pacific in July 1946. The tests took place just two weeks after the
Americans presented their plan of ‘‘international control’’ of atomic energy and
on the eve of the Paris Peace Conference (July 29 to October 15, 1946), convened
to negotiate the peace treaties with Germany and its satellites. Two Soviet ob-
servers witnessed the tests and reported to the Kremlin leadership on its results.
One of them, Major General Semen Alexandrov, a geologist and the chief engi-
neer of the uranium explorations for the Soviet atomic project, brought the film
on the tests to Moscow and showed it in the Kremlin, as well as to his friends and
colleagues.∞≤∞

Few in the Soviet political class had any doubt that the American atomic
monopoly had become the tool of U.S. postwar diplomacy and that it threatened
Soviet security. Even the most intelligent and sophisticated party members could
not escape the forcefulness of Stalin’s zero-sum vision of the new postwar situa-
tion. Writer Konstantin Simonov experienced the Soviet war saga from the tragic
defeats of the summers of 1941 and 1942 to the triumph in Berlin and identified
himself with the ‘‘generation of victors.’’ In early 1946, the Politburo sent him
and a small group of other journalists and writers to the United States on a
propaganda mission. The contrast between American a√luence and Soviet ruin
was almost unbearable for him. He was also disturbed by the first waves of anti-
Soviet backlash that lapped on American shores. Upon his return home, Simonov
wrote a play, The Russian Question, in which U.S. imperialists, politicians, and
newspaper magnates seek a preemptive war against the Soviet Union. The play’s
main character, a progressive American journalist, seeks to denounce this cabal.
He travels to the Soviet Union and sees with his own eyes that Russians do not
want another war. The play was a crude caricature of American politics and
media, but without a doubt Simonov passionately believed in what he wrote. How
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could the Soviet Union threaten anyone, when it had su√ered so many losses?
Yet, at the same time, he was also convinced that without postwar mobilization
and reconstruction the Soviet Union would be pushed around and perhaps be
crushed by the awesome American power. Stalin liked Simonov’s play. The Russian
Question was serialized in journals, read on radio, and staged on countless stages
of the Soviet Union and seen by millions. Ten years later, Simonov still sub-
scribed to the idea that in 1946 the Soviet Union had a stark choice—to grow
strong quickly or perish.∞≤≤

Stalin’s goal was a ‘‘socialist empire,’’ invincible and protected on all its flanks.
But this project su√ered from inherent flaws. Successful empires throughout
human history, among them Roman, Chinese, and British, used other factors in
addition to naked force to establish control over huge disparate territories. They
recruited indigenous elites, often tolerated ethnic, cultural, and religious diver-
sity, and promoted free trade and communications.∞≤≥ Stalin’s socialist empire
used powerful ideology, nationalism, and social engineering to refashion society
and elites. It introduced the uniformity of state industrialization and party sys-
tems. At the same time, it took away civil freedoms, wealth, cooperation, and
human dignity and o√ered instead an illusion of social justice.

The socialist empire exploited the patience, illusions, and su√ering of mil-
lions of Russians and non-Russians, the people populating its core. It also ex-
ploited the faith of millions of true believers in Communism in Europe and Asia,
where Marxism-Leninism played the role of a secular religion. This pyramid of
faith and illusions was crowned by the cult of Stalin himself, the infallible leader.
The leader, however, was mortal: inevitably, Stalin’s death would produce a crisis
of legitimacy and a succession struggle among his heirs.

Most important, the Soviet Union faced a confident and dynamic rival in the
West. The United States, with its financial, economic, and military power, helped
to rebuild the countries of Western Europe and Japan as free market economies
and mass consumption societies. The struggle against the West left Stalin no
opportunity to prevail. This became most painfully clear in Germany, where the
Soviets confronted major problems when they tried to turn their zone of occupa-
tion into the linchpin of their empire in Central Europe.
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( CHAPTER 3 )

STALEMATE IN GERMANY,

1945–1953

★

All we need is a bourgeois Germany if it is peaceful.

—Beria, May 1953

How could a sober-thinking Marxist, one who stands on the

positions close to socialism or Soviet power, believe in a bourgeois,

peaceful Germany . . . that would be under the control of four powers?

—Molotov, July 1953

Germany’s division was one of the most striking outcomes of the clash between
the Soviet Union and the Western democracies. But only recently has critical
reassessment of Western involvement emerged.∞ And the full extent of Stalin’s
role cannot be documented even today. The details of many smaller-scale deci-
sions and their implementation remain clouded: Stalin’s cipher cables and many
records of conversations are still classified in the Russian archives. Nevertheless,
the available documents reveal that many developments in East Germany had
Stalin’s unique imprint and some of them would never have taken place without
his explicit authorization. The top Soviet political commissar in East Germany,
Vladimir Semenov, recalled in the 1960s the ‘‘subtle diplomatic moves’’ that
Stalin made in pursuing Soviet policy on the German Question.≤

An examination of East German and Soviet archives has convinced some
scholars that Stalin would have preferred to build a united non-Communist
Germany, not to create a separate East German satellite.≥ Some experts believe
that the Soviets had never intended the Sovietization of East Germany but rather
stumbled into it in the chaotic process of improvisation.∂ My conclusions in this
chapter are just the opposite. Evidence shows that Stalin and Soviet elites never
entertained the idea of a neutral Germany. At a minimum, the Soviets wanted to
neutralize the part of Germany under Western control and build their own social-
ist Germany in their zone of occupation. From the ideological angle, building
socialism in the Eastern Zone brought together the Bolshevik internationalist
dreams of the 1920s and the acquisition of the empire during the 1940s.

From the economic standpoint, the zone became the source of an enormous

=Q? G AF 4 1 F A 0I FN E 8 F P : F F PE . A N CN I 8P F P 2 N? E E : F N FPS
C 5 NPE . N F N N 7Q P 0? G . PN EPP ? G PN N MQ P I F? PPF DE I A P F PF ,A /

.N P A CN I PPF DE I   

.
SN

FD
EP

T
E

:
F

N
FPS

C5
NPE

.
N

F
N

-
NFD

EP
N

N
A



stalemate in germany,  1945 – 1953 63

flow of reparations, of self-enrichment for Soviet elites, of high technologies for
industrialists and scientists, and of almost the entire supply of weapons-grade
uranium for Soviet nuclear arms. The division of Germany was also an excellent
pretext for constructing a socialist empire in Central Europe. World War II left
Soviet elites and the citizenry feeling entitled to have a decisive say in Ger-
many’s future. This sentiment, justified by the enormous war casualties, lasted
for decades.

Last, but not least, Stalin never wanted to withdraw Soviet troops from East
Germany. As the confrontation deepened, East Germany became a true hub—
militarily and geostrategically—of Soviet power in Europe. Hundreds of thou-
sands of Soviet troops ended up being deployed there, ready to rush, at a mo-
ment’s notice, all the way to the English Channel.

As it turned out, East Germany became the most troubled link of the Soviet
empire. As an ‘‘expert on nationalities,’’ Stalin was careful not to reinvigorate the
forces of German nationalism; he felt it was vital to blame the split of the German
nation on the Western powers. Thus, the Soviets concealed the gradual integra-
tion of East Germany into the Soviet empire, leaving the border between East and
West Germany open. These circumstances turned Germany into a place of rela-
tively open competition between free market and Communist systems. In the
early occupation years, Soviet authorities seemed to be successful in consolidat-
ing ‘‘their Germany.’’ By the end of Stalin’s life, however, it became clear that the
struggle for the pivotal country of Europe was just beginning and that the Soviets
could not win it.

establishing the occupation regime

The Soviet authorities planned for occupation, documents suggest, beginning in
1943, well before the first Soviet soldier entered East Prussia. Yet, understand-
ably, those plans were quite vague. Ivan Maisky wrote in his private journal: ‘‘Our
goal is to prevent the emergence of a new German aggression.’’ This could be
achieved, if not by ‘‘proletarian revolution’’ and the ‘‘creation in Germany of a
strong Soviet regime,’’ then only by the ‘‘substantial and durable weakening of
Germany that would render it physically incapable of any aggression.’’∑ Twenty
years later, Marshal Rodion Malinovsky and Marshal Sergei Biryuzov stated that
they believed that it was Stalin’s intention to destroy the German economy in
1945: ‘‘He did not believe that we would stay in Germany, and he was afraid that it
all would turn once more against us.’’∏

Stalin, always suspicious of Western intentions, wanted to prevent a last-
minute alliance between Germany and the Western powers. At the Yalta con-
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ference, he even did not want to reveal the Soviet Union’s extremely strong
interest in reparations.π According to Maisky, Stalin ‘‘did not want to scare the
Allies with our demands and make them interested in new opportunities.’’ He
also played down Soviet plans to use German POWs as forced labor to rebuild
Soviet cities and the economy.∫ In reality, Soviet interest in economic exploitation
of Germany was enormous. On May 11, 1945, Stalin instructed Malenkov, Molo-
tov, Gosplan head Nikolai Voznesensky, Maisky, and other o≈cials that the trans-
fer of Germany’s military-industrial potential to the Soviet Union must be carried
out with maximum speed to ensure economic recovery of the industrialized
areas, ‘‘particularly [the coal mines of ] Donbass.’’ During the discussion, Molo-
tov stressed that the Soviets must strip West Berlin of all its industrial assets
before its transfer to the Western powers. ‘‘Berlin cost us too much.’’Ω

At the end of the war, the Kremlin’s plans for the future of Germany centered
above all on the issues of borders and occupation.∞≠ Stalin and his lieutenants
redrew the map of Germany and erased Prussia, ‘‘the hornet’s nest of German
militarism,’’ from the map. The eastern part of Prussia with the city of Königs-
berg became part of the Soviet Union. The western part and the city of Danzig
went to the reconstituted Poland. Stalin also decided to transfer to Poland the
German lands of Silesia and Pomerania, in compensation for the eastern Polish
lands that the Soviet Union had annexed in 1939 and retained at the end of the
war. The Soviets encouraged the Poles and the Czechs to expel ethnic Germans.
The Western allies did not object. Overall, by the end of 1945, 3.6 million German
refugees had moved from Eastern Europe to the Soviet zone of occupation;
hundreds of thousands fled to the Western zones. It was an awesome geopolitical
coup that changed the map of Central Europe.∞∞

Despite the initial cooperative stance of the Western powers, Stalin braced for
a struggle for Germany. In late March 1945, he told a group of visiting Czecho-
slovak o≈cials that the Western allies would ‘‘conspire’’ with the Germans.
They would try to rescue them from punishment for their crimes, would treat
them ‘‘more leniently.’’∞≤ In May 1945, Stalin said that ‘‘the battle for Germany’s
soul’’ would be ‘‘protracted and di≈cult.’’∞≥ And at a June 4, 1945, meeting with
German Communists, Stalin advised them that the British and the Americans
planned to dismember Germany, but that he, Stalin, was against it. Still, he said,
‘‘there will be two Germanys in spite of all the unity of the allies.’’ To occupy a
strong position in German politics, Stalin urged German Communists to merge
with Social Democrats and become the party of ‘‘German unity’’ that could reach
out to Western zones. The Socialist Unity Party of Germany (the sed) was estab-
lished in the Soviet zone in February 1946.∞∂

Not indigenous Communists but instead the Soviet Military Administration in
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Germany (smag) became the crucial agency for pursuing Soviet objectives in
Germany. In early 1946, smag had already emerged as a sprawling bureaucracy in
the growing competition with Western occupational authorities. The smag ap-
paratus amounted to 4,000 o≈cers, who had privileges appropriate to ‘‘imperial
administration’’ in a colony: a double salary in Soviet rubles and German marks;
a better living standard than the highest bureaucrats in the Soviet Union; a
position from which to lord it over the former ‘‘master race’’ of Europe; and
exposure to various influences from Western zones. The Kremlin leader had the
two rival secret police agencies, the mvd and the mgb, help smag and provide
Stalin with a check on its activities.∞∑

Marshal Georgy Zhukov, the first head of smag, quickly lost his job: his
immense popularity, combined with a headstrong character, bothered Stalin. His
successor, Marshal Vasily Sokolovsky, was the most sophisticated, cultured, and
at the same time modest and unassuming person in the Soviet military com-
mand.∞∏ Stalin also instituted the position of political commissar in Germany. In
February 1946, this job went to Vladimir Semenov, a thirty-four-year-old doctor
of philosophy and a middle-ranking diplomat; nothing in his past life prepared
him for the enormity of his task. His first reaction was to study archival docu-
ments on the history of Napoleon’s occupation of the German states in the early
nineteenth century. Unfortunately for the young appointee, history gave him no
insights for future activities.∞π

The uncertainty of the political situation in Germany and in relationship to the
Western powers made Stalin deliberately cautious and vague in his instructions
to smag and Semenov. While Stalin had no doubt there would be a struggle for
Germany, he was uncertain about the degree of American involvement. In Octo-
ber 1944, in conversation with Stalin, Churchill said that the ‘‘Americans proba-
bly have no intention to participate in a long-term occupation [of Germany].’’∞∫

But numerous events since fall 1945 signaled the American intention to stay in
Germany. The new assertiveness of the United States after Hiroshima indicated
to Moscow that the Americans wanted to challenge Soviet control over Central
Europe and the Balkans. From that moment on, the issue for Stalin was not so
much the presence of American military power in Germany but rather the main-
tenance of the Soviet military presence in Central Europe, above all in the East-
ern Zone.

In September 1945, Stalin rejected the proposal by U.S. secretary of state
James Byrnes to sign a treaty that would demilitarize Germany for twenty to
twenty-five years. During his talks with Byrnes in Moscow in December 1945,
Stalin, pleased with the American decision to preserve the Yalta-Potsdam formula
of cooperation, decided to agree ‘‘in principle’’ to discuss the idea of German
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demilitarization. It was a tactical move. Stalin’s strong opposition to Byrnes’s
idea remained in force. Moreover, it came to be shared by the majority in Soviet
high echelons. And it became obvious in February 1946, when Byrnes presented
to the Soviets a draft agreement on demilitarization of Germany. Stalin and Soviet
o≈cials debated this proposal for months. In May 1946, thirty-eight o≈cials,
including Politburo members, military, and diplomats, presented their conclu-
sions to Stalin.∞Ω Zhukov wrote: ‘‘Americans would like to finish the occupation
of Germany as soon as possible and to remove the armed forces of the ussr, and
then to demand a withdrawal of our troops from Poland, and then from the
Balkans.’’ They also wanted to disrupt the Soviets in the dismantling of German
industries and extraction of reparations and ‘‘to preserve in Germany the military
potential as a necessary base for carrying out their aggressive aims in the fu-
ture.’’≤≠ Deputy Foreign Minister Solomon Lozovsky was even more categorical in
his memorandum. Acceptance of the American project, he wrote, would lead to a
liquidation of the occupational zones, withdrawal of Soviet troops, and economic
and political reunification of Germany under American domination. This, in
turn, would lead ‘‘in a few years to a German-Anglo-American war against the
ussr.’’ A summary prepared by the Ministry of Foreign A√airs concluded that in
presenting the proposal on German demilitarization, the U.S. government pur-
sued the following goals: bringing an end to German occupation; terminating
Soviet reparations from Germany; dismantling the Yalta-Potsdam formula and
reducing Soviet control over Germany and Soviet influence in European a√airs;
accelerating restoration of Germany’s economic power; and turning Germany
against the Soviet Union. These conclusions became a standard formula in diplo-
matic correspondence evaluating American foreign policy.≤∞

Nowhere in Soviet documents on Germany can one see any trace of a funda-
mental rethinking of Soviet security considerations in view of American atomic
capabilities. Yet, undoubtedly, the shadow of Hiroshima’s atomic mushroom was
present in Soviet thinking on the German Question. Molotov, in a conversation
with Byrnes on May 5, 1946, wondered why the United States ‘‘leaves no corner in
the world without attention’’ and ‘‘builds its air bases everywhere,’’ including
Iceland, Greece, Italy, Turkey, and China.≤≤ From those bases, as Stalin, Molotov,
and the Soviet military saw it, American bombers with atomic weapons could
easily strike any spot in the Soviet Union. Later, in the early 1950s, this factor
would drive a huge increase in the Soviet military presence in Central Europe in
order to counteract a possible U.S. nuclear attack.

Stalin and Soviet high o≈cials agreed that an early military withdrawal from
Germany would deny the Soviet Union the right to keep its troops in Central
Europe and the Balkans. Then the devastated Germany and other countries of
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Central Europe would automatically become dependent on American economic
and financial assistance and with political strings attached. The best option
remaining for the Soviets was the continuation of the joint occupational regime
for an indefinite period. Zhukov, Sokolovsky, and Semenov intended ‘‘to use the
American initiative in any way to tie their hands (and British hands as well) on the
German Question in the future.’’≤≥ Then, at least, they could hope that the inevita-
ble postwar economic crisis would come and the United States would give up its
plans for European hegemony and retreat into isolationism.

The Americans, meanwhile, switched to the ‘‘containment’’ mode and cooled
to the idea of cooperating with the Soviets in Germany. Byrnes reached an agree-
ment with Bevin to merge American and British zones into Bizonia. In his speech
in Stuttgart on September 6, the secretary of state, accompanied by Republican
senator Arthur H. Vandenberg and Democratic senator Tom Connally, said: ‘‘We
are not withdrawing. We are staying here.’’ In sum, Byrnes proposed that the
United States, not the Soviets, should be a major sponsor of Germany’s sover-
eignty and democratic future. In addition to assurance of German sovereignty
over the Ruhr and the Rhineland, Byrnes hinted that the United States did not re-
gard the new German border with Poland (the Oder-Neisse line) as irrevocable.≤∂

Byrnes’s speech reinforced the Soviet o≈cial consensus that the U.S. admin-
istration wanted to get rid of the Soviet presence in Germany and deny the Soviet
Union a sphere of influence in Central Europe. Still, there was room for ‘‘softer’’
and ‘‘harder’’ interpretations. On the ‘‘hard-line’’ flank, Molotov’s deputy, Sergei
Kavtaradze, wrote that the United States was potentially ‘‘the most aggressive
state’’ in the world and wanted to convert Germany into the base of their ‘‘dic-
tatorial position in Europe.’’ According to this assessment, the speech was part of
the strategic plan aimed at the Soviet Union. Other Foreign Ministry o≈cials
wrote that Byrnes wanted to mobilize German ‘‘reactionary’’ nationalism against
the Soviet Union, yet they did not characterize American actions as an aggressive
plan. Some of them continued to argue that political and diplomatic compromise
on the German Question was possible.≤∑ The o≈cial discourse, however, did not
provide any clues to the nature of this compromise.

Only Stalin’s guidance could ease this problem. The Kremlin potentate dis-
cussed German a√airs with Molotov, Vyshinsky, Vladimir Dekanozov, Zhukov,
Sokolovsky, and other o≈cials. In his instructions to the German Communist
leaders Walter Ulbricht and Wilhelm Pieck in February 1946, Stalin used the same
language the Bolsheviks had used to chart their political strategies during the
Russian revolutions: the ‘‘program-minimum’’ was to preserve a German unity;
the ‘‘program-maximum’’ stipulated construction of socialism in Germany along
the ‘‘democratic road.’’≤∏ If one takes this jargon seriously, it meant that Stalin
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was prepared to temporize with the Sovietization of the Soviet zone in the hope
that Communist influence could spread throughout the rest of Germany. Stalin’s
two-stage scenario would have made sense, if there had indeed been a postwar
economic crisis and the United States had pulled out its troops from West Ger-
many. This, however, did not happen in 1946 or later.

Semenov recalled in his journal that Stalin had met with him and German
Communists at least ‘‘once in 2–3 months.’’ He also claimed he received instruc-
tions directly from Stalin to focus exclusively on major strategic questions and
construct, bit by bit, a new Germany in the Soviet zone. According to him, there
are records of ‘‘over a hundred’’ conversations with Stalin on the issues of politi-
cal strategy in postwar Germany. But the journal of Stalin’s visitors shows only
eight meetings between the Kremlin ruler and East Germans in the Kremlin, and
archival explorations have failed to produce the rest.≤π Since 1946, Stalin’s health
problems increasingly caused him to delegate German a√airs to his lieutenants
and the bureaucracy.

The vagueness or even absence of Stalin’s instructions is di≈cult to interpret.
It can be explained by the continuing uncertainty of the German Question, but
also by other factors. As he often did earlier in his career, the Kremlin leader
encouraged political feuds among his subordinates and played a mediating role
in bureaucratic conflicts. He tolerated and even encouraged di√erent, sometimes
conflicting, versions of Soviet policy toward Germany. As a result, Soviet bureau-
cratic politics complicated smag’s activities. Soviet o≈cials in Germany were
subordinate to various structures in Moscow, including the Ministry of Defense
and the Ministry of Foreign A√airs; at the same time, some of them enjoyed
direct contacts with Stalin and his lieutenants, as well as with the heads of
various departments in the party’s Central Committee. smag o≈cials had dif-
ferent domains, according to their functions and tasks, with intersecting, but
sometimes conflicting, responsibilities. Their working relations with di√erent
groups of Germans and their patronage ties to di√erent bosses in Moscow, as
well as the intensified political infighting in Stalin’s entourage, added to the
picture of confusion.≤∫

The evidence does not point to Semenov having an exclusive role in Soviet
policy making in Germany.≤Ω There were other architects of Soviet policies in the
zone. One of them was the head of smag’s division of political information and
propaganda, Colonel Sergei Tyulpanov, a military intellectual with expertise in
international economics and propaganda. Tyulpanov seemed to have had power-
ful patrons in Moscow, including Stalin’s influential lieutenants Lev Mekhlis and
Alexei Kuznetsov. The latter was one of the Leningraders, the party o≈cials who
had worked under Andrei Zhdanov. As a result, until 1948, Tyulpanov worked
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independently from Semenov and his smag superiors, managing media and
censorship, cinema, and political parties and trade unions, as well as science and
culture, in the zone. He even survived the repeated sharp criticism from a number
of high Soviet o≈cials, who blamed him for the failures of the sed and Commu-
nist propaganda in West Germany.≥≠

Soviet interests in Germany were so diverse and contradictory that Sokolovsky,
Tyulpanov, and other smag o≈cials continually had to walk the tightrope. On the
one hand, they sought to organize East Germany in the only way they knew, that
is, in the Soviet way. On the other hand, they and their patrons in the party
leadership understood that abusing civilians, as well as dismantling industrial
assets in the Soviet zone, would only complicate the struggle for Germany.≥∞ In
partial compensation for the dismantling, East Germans got more food to eat. At
the height of the severe postwar famine in the ussr, Stalin did not extract
agricultural reparations from Germans, although it would have saved many Rus-
sians and Ukrainians from starvation.≥≤ In October 1945, Stalin decided to curb
industrial looting in the Eastern Zone. In November, he told visiting Polish
Communists that the Soviets were planning to leave some industries in Germany
and would only extract their final production. The Soviets organized 31 stock
companies (sags) that operated on the basis of 119 German plants and factories
originally scheduled for removal. ‘‘By the end of 1946,’’ writes Norman Naimark,
‘‘the Soviets owned close to 30 percent of all production in eastern Germany.’’ A
stock company of highest strategic value was the Wismut uranium project in
Lower Saxony that produced the fuel for the first Soviet atomic bombs.≥≥

The contradictions among di√erent priorities, the dismantling, the construc-
tion of a new Germany in the zone, and the struggle for the whole of Germany,
remained unresolved. The transfer of industrial assets to the Soviet Union con-
tinued, dictated by the needs of Soviet industries as well as by the gigantic
armament projects. The Western counterparts declined all requests for resources
and equipment from Western zones, which led to more dismantling in the Soviet
zone.≥∂ Meanwhile, the intensification of the Cold War and the consolidation of
the Western zones under U.S. and British guidance allowed Stalin, smag, and the
East German Communists to move ahead with the task of transformation and
consolidation of East Germany. This task became the priority for the Soviets.

integrating east germany into the soviet bloc

Unilateral measures to transform the Soviet zone of Germany began from the
first day of Soviet occupation. Beginning in 1945, the Soviets and the German
Communists carried out radical land reform, compartmentalization of large es-
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tates, and distribution of wealth among the small and middle farmers. Semenov
recalled that Stalin devoted much attention to the planning and execution of land
reforms. The Bolsheviks believed they retained power and prevailed in the civil
war largely because they sanctioned confiscation of landlords’ land and property
by peasants. The same could help German Communists. German Bauern, the
peasant farmers, did not mind getting the land from the Junkers, the landowners’
class, as long as it was done legally. Land reforms in East Germany as well as
elsewhere in Central Europe were a definite political success for the Soviets and
their Communist appointees.≥∑

At his meeting with Ulbricht and Pieck in February 1946, Stalin approved the
concept of ‘‘a special German road to socialism.’’ He hoped that the establish-
ment of the sed would ‘‘create a good precedent for Western zones.’’≥∏ Yet
the ‘‘Socialist Unity Party’’ remained, in the eyes of many Germans, especially
women, linked to the Soviet dismantling, violence, and rape that had taken place
in the zone. The party su√ered a humiliating defeat in the first postwar municipal
elections in the zone, particularly in Greater Berlin, in October 1946, when 49
percent voted for the parties of the center and the right. From that moment on,
the Soviets simply left nothing to chance, and specialists of smag helped the sed
to falsify future election results. The new party became the essential vehicle for
establishing a political regime following the Soviet model in the Eastern Zone.
When Stalin met with the sed delegation at the end of January 1947, he instructed
the East German Communists to create secret police and paramilitary forces in
the zone ‘‘without clamor.’’ In June 1946, the Soviets created a coordinating body
for security organs called the German Directorate for the Interior.≥π

One more card that Stalin intended to play in Germany was that of German
nationalism. Several decades of experience had taught Stalin that nationalism
could be a more potent force than revolutionary romanticism and Communist
internationalism. Molotov recalled: ‘‘He saw how Hitler managed to organize
German people. Hitler led his people, and we felt it by the way Germans fought
during the war.’’≥∫ In January 1947, Stalin asked the sed delegates: ‘‘Are there
many Nazi elements in Germany? What kind of force do they represent? In
particular in the Western zones?’’ The sed leaders admitted their ignorance on
this subject. Then Stalin advised them to supplant the policy of elimination of
Nazi collaborators ‘‘by a di√erent one—aimed to attract them, in order to avoid
pushing all former Nazis to the enemy camp.’’ The former Nazi activists should
be allowed, he continued, to organize their own party that would ‘‘operate in the
same bloc with the sed.’’ Wilhelm Pieck expressed doubts as to whether smag
would permit the formation of such a party. Stalin laughed and said he would
facilitate it as much as he could.≥Ω
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Semenov took the minutes of the meeting, and he recalled Stalin saying:
‘‘There were overall ten million members in the Nazi Party, and they all had
families, friends and acquaintances. This is a big number. For how long should
we ignore their concerns?’’ The Kremlin leader suggested a title for their new
party: National Democratic Party of Germany. He asked Semenov if smag could
find in some prison a former regional Nazi leader and put him at the helm of this
party. When Semenov said that perhaps all of them had been executed, Stalin
expressed regrets. He then suggested that the former Nazis should be allowed to
have their own newspaper, ‘‘perhaps even with the title Völkische Beobachter,’’ the
notorious o≈cial daily of the Third Reich.∂≠

These new tactics from Stalin’s arsenal conflicted notably with his earlier
manipulation of the ‘‘German threat’’ in the Slavic countries of Central Europe,
but also with the core beliefs of Communist elites and with anti-German feelings
of Russians. The proposal to cooperate with ex-Nazis dismayed both German
Communists and smag o≈cials, who waited a year to implement it. Only in May
1948, after the appropriate propagandist preparation, did smag disband the
commissions on de-Nazification. In June, the first congress of the National
Democratic Party of Germany (ndpd) opened in Berlin, with Semenov attending
it in secret, his face covered with a newspaper. This was, Semenov recalls, ‘‘just
the first link in the chain of important actions’’ in creating the new pro-Soviet and
anti-Western balance in German politics. The complete rehabilitation of the
former Nazis, as well as the o≈cers of the Wehrmacht, coincided with the
formation of the gdr in 1949.∂∞

Stalin must have expected that the idea of a centralized, reunified, and neu-
tral Germany would be so irresistible for German nationalists that they would
overcome their enmity toward the Soviets and the Communists. And he certainly
wanted to turn German nationalism against the West, at the same time as Byrnes
and the Americans began to exploit German national sentiments against the
ussr. On Stalin’s instructions, Soviet diplomacy and propaganda relentlessly
pushed the idea of a centralized German state and contrasted the Soviet stand
with Western proposals of federalization and decentralization. The Western pow-
ers ‘‘really want to have four Germanys but they hide it in every way,’’ said
Stalin in January 1947, and rea≈rmed the Soviet line: ‘‘A central govern-
ment must be created, and it can sign the peace treaty.’’ As a Russian scholar
observes, Stalin was reluctant ‘‘to shoulder the responsibility for Germany’s
division. He wanted that role to be played by the Western powers.’’ Therefore, he
deliberately ‘‘stayed one step behind the Western powers’ actions.’’∂≤ Indeed,
every Soviet step toward creating units of military and secret police inside the
zone was taken after the Western powers took their own decisive steps toward the
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separation of West Germany: Bizonia, the Marshall Plan, and the formation of
West Germany.

Until 1947, Stalin played a crucial role in restraining East German Commu-
nists and some smag enthusiasts who wanted a rapid ‘‘construction of social-
ism’’ in the zone. He may have been waiting for drastic changes in Europe’s
economic and political environment that could have come with economic crisis,
U.S. elections, or other developments. Meanwhile, the German Question began
to generate fuel for a great power confrontation. The Truman administration
continued to shift from the policy of withdrawal from Germany to the policy of
long-term economic reconstruction of Western zones. After the failure of the
second conference of foreign ministers in Moscow (March–April 1947) to reach
an agreement on Germany, the U.S. secretary of state, George Marshall, came to
the conclusion that ‘‘the patient was dying while doctors deliberate,’’ and the
Truman administration launched the Marshall Plan to jump-start European eco-
nomic recovery.∂≥

At first the Kremlin had no clue what motivated the new U.S. initiative. Per-
haps, Soviet economists suggested, the United States anticipated a major eco-
nomic crisis and wanted to give away another ‘‘Lend-Lease’’ to create new mar-
kets for their goods. There was a revived hope among Soviet economic managers
that this time the ussr might obtain American loans that had not materialized in
1945–46. At first, the Soviets did not link the Marshall Plan to the German
Question: Molotov was only instructed to block attempts to reduce German
reparations in exchange for American loans. After consultations with the Yugo-
slav Communist leaders, Stalin and Molotov decided that the delegations of other
Central European countries should go to Paris, where a conference on economic
assistance to Europe was to take place. The Czechoslovak, Polish, and Rumanian
governments announced that they would participate in the conference, when
Stalin changed his mind.∂∂

On June 29, 1948, Molotov reported to Stalin from Paris, where he had con-
sulted with the British and French leaders: The Americans ‘‘are eager to use this
opportunity to break into the internal economies of European countries and
especially to redirect the flow of European trade in their own interest.’’ By early
July, the new intelligence from Paris and London, especially the secret U.S.-
British talks behind the backs of the Soviets, revealed to the Kremlin that the
Truman administration had in mind a far-reaching plan of economic and politi-
cal integration of Europe: the Marshall Plan aimed at containing Soviet influence
and reviving the European, and above all the German, economy, according to
American blueprints. On July 7, 1947, Molotov sent a new directive to the Central
European governments, ‘‘advising’’ them to cancel their participation in the Paris
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conference, because ‘‘under the guise of the plan of European recovery,’’ the
organizers of the Marshall Plan ‘‘in reality want to create a Western bloc that
would include Western Germany.’’∂∑ When the Czechoslovak government refused
to comply, citing their economic dependence on Western markets and loans,
Stalin summoned them to Moscow and presented them with an ultimatum: even
their attending the Paris conference would be regarded by the Soviets as a hostile
act. The browbeaten Czechoslovak delegation had to pledge obedience. In return,
Stalin promised he would order the Soviet industrial ministries to purchase
Czechoslovak goods and pledged to provide immediate assistance in the amount
of 200,000 tons of wheat, barley, and oats.∂∏

The Soviet flip-flop on the Marshall Plan demonstrated a pattern in Stalin’s
reaction to the growing American involvement in Europe: from suspicion and
temporizing to a fierce counterattack. Stalin’s reading of the Marshall Plan left no
room for German neutrality. A report from the Soviet ambassador in Wash-
ington, reflecting the new thinking in the Kremlin, depicted the U.S. plans as
building a bloc encircling the ussr, ‘‘passing in the West across West Germany’’
and beyond. Reports from London and other Western capitals repeated the same
story.∂π Stalin’s instructions to foreign Communists pushed them to shift from
parliamentary activities to political violence and preparations for war. In the fall
of 1947, the Kremlin sought to destabilize Western Europe through strikes and
demonstrations organized by French and Italian Communist parties and trade
unions. The chewing out of the Czechs indicated that Stalin finally realized that
his wait-and-see scenario for Germany and Central Europe had to be discarded.
Communist parties in Central Europe were told to march to the Kremlin’s drum
and join the Information Bureau of the Communist Parties (Cominform), head-
quartered in Belgrade, Yugoslavia. Still, Stalin’s instructions to the Central Euro-
pean Communists were to combine resolution with prudence. He hoped to pres-
ent the acceleration of ‘‘Sovietization’’ as a gradual and natural process with
Moscow’s hand as hidden as possible.∂∫

Stalin had been considering strengthening his control over European Commu-
nist parties since 1946, but the establishment of the Cominform was accelerated
by the Marshall Plan. It reflected Stalin’s conviction that, from now on, the Soviets
could manage Central Europe only with iron ideological and party discipline. The
Communist parties had to renounce ‘‘national roads to socialism;’’ they quickly
became Stalinized and rigidly subordinate to Kremlin policies. The imposition of
Stalinist controls led to the ‘‘purge’’ of Tito’s Yugoslavia. This event bore a strong
imprint of Stalin’s personality. Stalin’s outburst of hatred toward Tito and the
Yugoslav Communist leadership was a surprise, even to his subordinates. It was,
however, typical of Stalin’s behavior in Soviet politics during his consolidation of
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power, when he alternated between a√ection and hatred toward his political
friends and supporters. Stalin’s treatment of Central European Communist
leaders was not markedly di√erent from the way he treated his closest lieutenants,
Molotov and Zhdanov—it was a mixture of deceiving charm, unprovoked sadism,
suspicion, and contempt. In the case of the Yugoslavs, Stalin’s treatment backfired
and produced a rebellion of the most valued Soviet partner in Central Europe.∂Ω

Thus, the consolidation of Central Europe à la Stalin produced an internal, as
well as an external, enemy. The ferocious campaign against ‘‘Titoism’’ performed
the same function in 1948–49 as the bogus campaign against ‘‘Trotskyism’’ had
done in 1935–38. It helped to consolidate Stalin’s absolute control and preclude
even remote possibilities of opposition and resistance to his will. At the same
time, Stalin was obsessed with the idea of assassinating Tito, just as he had been
with Trotsky’s assassination.∑≠

The rapid consolidation of the Soviet bloc in Central Europe brought about
great changes in Soviet policies in Germany. They shifted decisively toward the
creation of a Sovietized East Germany at the expense of the campaign for German
unity. Stalin did not allow the sed to become a member of the Cominform. Yet,
the sed leaders, including former Social Democrats, expressed unequivocal loy-
alty to the Soviet Union and denounced the Marshall Plan. In the fall of 1947,
Stalin pushed the East German Communist leadership to organize military for-
mations under the auspices of the German Directorate of the Interior, the police
apparatus in the Soviet zone. In November 1947, a Department of Intelligence
and Information was set up inside the Directorate of the Interior, with the goal of
detecting and uprooting by extralegal methods any opposition to the East Ger-
man regime. In July 1948, as the Berlin crisis deepened, the Soviet leader sanc-
tioned a plan to equip and train 10,000 East German soldiers, as an ‘‘alert police’’
living in barracks.∑∞ All these measures were formulated and implemented in
deep secrecy. Stalin fully understood that they constituted a flagrant violation of
Yalta and Potsdam decisions, and this policy stood in stark contrast to Soviet
propaganda and diplomacy that promoted the option of a reunified, neutral, and
demilitarized Germany.

In September 1948, the sed denounced a special German road to socialism,
the concept it had adhered to since its creation in 1946, as ‘‘rotten and dan-
gerous,’’ a path to nationalist ‘‘deviations.’’ In the atmosphere of anti-Yugoslav
hysteria, East German Communists preferred to be on the safe side, trying to
join the ranks of loyal Stalinists even without an invitation from the Kremlin
to do so.∑≤

From December 1947 to February 1948, Western leaders, after separate meet-
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ings in London without the Soviet Union, began to organize a West German
federal state. This state would receive American assistance through the Marshall
Plan, and the Ruhr production plans would be revised to ensure a quick economic
revival of Western zones. Stalin might still hope that a capitalist economic crisis
would occur to ruin Western plans, but he could no longer postpone his reaction
to the emergence of West Germany. His response was to act at the point of
maximum Soviet superiority over the West, in Berlin. In March 1948, answering
complaints of sed o≈cials about the Western presence in Berlin, Stalin re-
marked: ‘‘Maybe we shall succeed in kicking them out.’’∑≥ He decided to blockade
West Berlin in an attempt in remove the Allies from the city or, even better, to
force them to renegotiate their London agreements.

In addition to the London agreements, the introduction of the new currency in
West Germany and West Berlin became a trigger for Soviet action. Introduction
of a new currency would sharply increase the costs of the Soviet occupation of
Germany (15 billion rubles in 1947). Until then, smag could print the old occupa-
tional marks that remained in circulation in Western zones. Financial separation
of the Soviet zone from West Germany threatened to end this bonanza.∑∂

By making West Berlin a hostage to Western separatist plans, Stalin hoped he
had a reasonable chance of success in killing two birds with one stone. If the
Western powers chose to negotiate, this would complicate their plans to create a
West German state. These talks would also give smag more time to carry out
their own preparations in the zone. If Western authorities refused to bargain,
they risked losing their base in Berlin. The Soviet leader felt confident in his
ability to adjust his use of force around West Berlin to avoid provoking war and to
make the Western powers look responsible for the crisis. Significantly, he or-
dered a delay in printing new banknotes for the Soviet zone until the Western
powers introduced their D-mark in Berlin.∑∑

The Berlin blockade was another of Stalin’s probes, in which caution joined
with a brutal determination to push whenever the balance of forces was right.
Other European developments provide a revealing context for the Soviet move
against West Berlin. In February 1948, the Kremlin succeeded with this tactic,
when the Communists seized power in Czechoslovakia and the liberal-democratic
government surrendered without a fight. At the same time, Stalin came to the
conclusion that the United States and Great Britain would never let Communist
forces win in Greece. At the meeting with Yugoslav and Bulgarian leaders on
February 10, Stalin said that ‘‘if there are no conditions for victory’’ in Greece, ‘‘one
must not be afraid to admit it.’’ He suggested that the ‘‘guerrilla movement,’’
supported in 1947 by the Kremlin and the Yugoslavs, should be ‘‘terminated.’’ It
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was Yugoslavia’s disagreement with Stalin’s calculation that precipitated, along
with other factors, the Stalin-Tito split.∑∏

While the Berlin crisis was brewing, the imminent victory of the Italian Com-
munist Party (pci) in April 1948 threatened the balance of power in Europe.
Historian Victor Zaslavsky has found ample evidence that the militants of pci
were prepared, if necessary, to seize power by means of military insurrection. The
pci leader, Palmiro Togliatti, schooled in Stalinist ‘‘realism,’’ however, had grave
doubts about the outcome of such an adventure. On March 23, Togliatti used
secret channels to send a letter to Stalin, asking for advice. He warned the
Kremlin leader that pci’s military confrontation with the opposing political
camp could ‘‘lead to a big war.’’ Togliatti informed Stalin that, in the case of a
civil war in Italy, the United States, Great Britain, and France would support the
anti-Communist side; then pci would need the assistance of the Yugoslav army
and the forces of other Eastern European countries in order to maintain its
control over northern Italy. Togliatti’s letter evoked an immediate response from
Stalin. He instructed pci not to use ‘‘armed insurrection for any reasons’’ to seize
power in Italy.∑π Stalin, true to his cautious calculation of the balance of forces,
decided that Italy, located within the British-American sphere of influence, was a
long shot. West Berlin, however, was inside the Soviet zone of occupation, and
the German issue was crucial enough to justify a calculated risk.

In May 1948, as historian Vladimir Pechatnov discovered, Stalin planned a
devious ‘‘peace o√ensive’’ against the Truman administration. His goal was to
undermine U.S. policies in Europe, presenting them as the only cause of the
emerging division of Europe and Germany. He used the secret channel to Henry
Wallace (who ran for president against Truman) to convey to him, and via him to
the American public, that the Soviets ‘‘are not waging any Cold War. The United
States is waging it.’’ Stalin wanted to create an impression that it would be
possible to overcome the U.S.-Soviet contradictions through negotiations. The
Soviet leader continued to hint at this illusory prospect in an ‘‘open letter’’ ad-
dressed to Wallace and supporting his peace proposals.∑∫

Unexpectedly, the Soviet blockade of West Berlin became a propaganda fiasco
and a strategic failure. The mild winter, Anglo-American ingenuity in organizing
the airlift, and the stoicism of the people of West Berlin defeated Soviet purposes.
The West taught Stalin a costly lesson by mounting harsh economic sanctions
against the Soviet zone and making the Soviets pay for the damage. Finally, the
Western currency reform in West Germany and West Berlin was a great success,
thanks in great part to the Soviet boycott.∑Ω The psychological and political e√ects
of the Berlin blockade were fatal to Soviet influence in West Berlin and West
Germany. It helped to forge a new friendship and anti-Communist alliance be-
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tween the West Germans and the Allies, particularly the Americans. The Ameri-
can and British presence in West Germany and West Berlin gained a popular
legitimacy that it had lacked before. The Berlin crisis facilitated the formation of
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (nato) by the United States, Canada, and
ten West European nations, announced on April 9, 1949. nato permanently and
formally legitimized the U.S. military presence in Western Europe and West
Germany. On May 11, 1949, after brief talks, the Soviet Union lifted the blockade
and signed an agreement with the three Western powers. This agreement recog-
nized de facto permanent Western political rights in Berlin and agreed, in a
separate protocol, to the division of the city into West and East. On May 23, 1949,
just days after the blockade was lifted, the Western zones became the Federal
Republic of Germany (frg).

Several of Stalin’s basic assumptions about Germany, based on the interwar
experience, turned out to be false. First, the tactics of an alliance with pan-
German nationalists did not produce its expected benefits. Stalin failed to realize
that the collapse of the Nazi regime in the spring of 1945 left most Germans wary
of any form of nationalism. As political developments in West Germany after
1948 demonstrated, the most potent factors there were not nationalism, but a
desire for economic normalization, traditional regionalism, and alienation from
East German lands, going back to the reaction against Prussia’s domination in
the First Reich. These factors were seen in the support Konrad Adenauer received
in the upper and middle classes of the Rhineland, the support that allowed him to
become the first chancellor of the Federal Republic of Germany.∏≠

Instead of nationalist tensions in West Germany, there was an unexpected
symbiosis between U.S. troops in West Germany and German civilians, espe-
cially women. Many German women liked American gis, who became providers
of scarce food and basic goods. While, in popular opinion, the Soviets were
‘‘takers,’’ looters, and dismantlers, the Americans were ‘‘givers.’’ During the
Berlin blockade, German opinion shifted even more drastically in favor of the
United States and against the Soviets.∏∞

Secondly, the 1940s did not end in a crisis for world capitalism. Stalin banked
a great deal on this assumption. He envisioned intense rivalries among Western
European countries and the United States, reflecting the Leninist view of the
inherent contradictions of the market-based economy.∏≤ In reality, the postwar
economic recession that began in 1948 was not nearly as serious as expected.
Soviet dreams that a new Great Slump would make the United States isolationist
and more conciliatory toward Moscow’s wishes did not come true.

Once again, Stalin refused to admit his miscalculation. In March 1948, he told
sed o≈cials that the unification of Germany would be ‘‘a protracted process’’
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and would take ‘‘several years.’’ This delay, he continued, would benefit the sed,
because the Communists would be able to intensify their propaganda work and
‘‘prepare the masses for Germany’s reunification.’’ Once the people’s minds ‘‘are
prepared,’’ then ‘‘the Americans will have to capitulate.’’∏≥ In December 1948, at
another meeting with the East German Communists, Stalin exuded a fake opti-
mism. The sed leaders admitted that they and their allies had ruined their politi-
cal reputation in West Germany; everybody regarded them as ‘‘Soviet agents.’’ In
reply, the Kremlin master disingenuously reproached Ulbricht and his comrades
for renouncing a special German road to socialism: why did they try to fight
‘‘naked’’ like the ancient Germans who had fought against the Roman legions?
‘‘One must use a disguise,’’ he said. Stalin suggested that ‘‘several good commu-
nists’’ in West Germany should leave the party and infiltrate the spd, in order to
subvert Social Democrats from within, just as the Polish and Hungarian Commu-
nists had done to their opposition parties.∏∂

The sed leaders took advantage of the Soviet fiasco and the proclamation of
the West German state to request more autonomy from Soviet occupation author-
ities. Under the pressure of events, Stalin allowed the sed to prepare for the
establishment of a formal state, the German Democratic Republic. The gdr was
o≈cially born on October 7, 1949. In 1949, Stalin set up the Council for Mutual
Economic Assistance (the comecon or cmea), the Soviet response to the Mar-
shall Plan and the Western economic bloc. Its primary task was to develop ‘‘basic
types of production that would allow us [the Soviet bloc] to get rid of essential
equipment and raw materials imported from capitalist countries.’’ Soon the gdr
was allowed to join it.∏∑

Some evidence indicates that the Kremlin master felt humiliated by his retreat
in Germany. As the Berlin blockade was nearing its ignoble finale, Stalin re-
sumed his attacks on Molotov and arrested his wife. Molotov’s near-fall, as
historians Gorlizky and Khlevniuk believe, ‘‘was in part the price Molotov paid
for the failure of Soviet policy in Germany.’’ In March 1949, Molotov lost his post
as foreign minister. A year later, Stalin still fumed at ‘‘the dishonest, perfidious,
and arrogant behavior of the United States in Europe, the Balkans, the Middle
East, and especially its decision to form nato.’’ His way of getting back at the
arrogant Americans was to support Kim Il Sung’s plan to annex South Korea.∏∏

the korean war and east germany

The outbreak of war in Korea in June 1950 radically militarized the Cold War and
reduced the room for peace talks and settlements in Europe virtually to nothing.
According to Molotov, the war was ‘‘pressed on us by the Koreans themselves.
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Stalin said it was impossible to avoid the national question of a united Korea.’’∏π

Still, the decision to go to war was Stalin’s; once made, it killed any possibility for
the peaceful reunification of Germany.

The new alliance between Stalin and Mao Ze-dong paved the road for the
Korean War and was a major factor in shifting Stalin’s strategies from Europe
and Germany to the Far East. Until 1949, the Kremlin provided minimal as-
sistance to Asian Communists and revolutionaries, including Mao Ze-dong in
China and Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam.∏∫ The victory of the Chinese Communists
forced Stalin to reconsider his priorities. The triumph of the ccp in the most-
populous country of the world contrasted with the stalemate in Germany and the
failures of Communists in France and Italy. In July 1949, at the meeting with the
ccp delegation in the Kremlin, Stalin admitted his past mistakes in doubting the
victory of the Communists in China. Still, in December 1949 he was reluctant to
do the same, when Mao Ze-dong came to Moscow to participate in the celebra-
tion of the Soviet leader’s birthday. Only when Mao refused to leave the ussr
without a definitive Sino-Soviet arrangement did Stalin agree to the new Sino-
Soviet alliance and a new set of agreements. Mikoyan and Molotov helped to
change the leader’s mind. During the Stalin-Mao talks that followed, the Kremlin
master vowed to close the curtain on the ‘‘Yalta system,’’ the Realpolitik arrange-
ments among the great powers that had given the ussr international legitimacy
and diplomatic advantages in Europe and Asia. ‘‘To hell with Yalta!’’ the Kremlin
leader told Mao, agreeing that the Chinese should take the lead in promoting the
revolutionary process in Asia.∏Ω Tough bargaining and mutual acrimony, how-
ever, characterized the negotiations to the end. Unexpectedly, the Chinese re-
quested that all Soviet possessions in Manchuria, including the railroad and the
Port Arthur base, would be returned to China. This angered Stalin, but eventually
he decided that the alliance with China was more important than Soviet interests
in Manchuria. The new Sino-Soviet Treaty, signed on February 14, 1950, became
the greatest success of Soviet foreign policy for many years. At the same time, it
laid the ground for a future Sino-Soviet rivalry, as Mao felt humiliated by Stalin’s
condescension and refusal to treat China as an equal partner.π≠

For the first time since the 1920s, Stalin had to treat foreign Communists not
simply as the tools for Soviet foreign policy goals but as independent forces or
even partners. This led to the substantial, if not altogether genuine, reappearance
of the revolutionary ‘‘romantic’’ element in Stalinist international discourse and
policies. In Indochina, the Chinese and the Soviets agreed to provide aid to the
Viet Minh army. In Korea, Stalin abandoned his previous restraint in regard to the
Korean Communists, who begged for Soviet assistance to liberate the Korean
peninsula from the pro-American regime of Syngman Rhee. In January 1950,
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Stalin authorized the North Korean leader, Kim Il Sung, to prepare for a war of
national reunification and pledged full military assistance. Historian Evgeny
Bajanov accurately summarized new evidence on this decision. Stalin changed
his mind on a Korean war because of (1) the victory of the Communists in China;
(2) the Soviet acquisition of the atom bomb (first tested in August 1949); (3) the
establishment of nato and general worsening of Soviet relations with the West;
and (4) a perceived weakening of Washington’s positions and of its will to get
involved militarily in Asia. At the same time, when Kim Il Sung and another
North Korean leader, Pak Hong-young, visited Moscow between March 30 and
April 25 to plan a war, Stalin told them that the ussr would not intervene directly,
especially if the Americans sent troops to save South Korea.π∞

The outbreak of the Korean War led to a new war scare in Western Europe;
many expected Soviet tanks to dash into West Germany at any time. U.S. policy
makers, however, assumed that a war in Europe was improbable. They concluded
that the ussr would continue to probe for Western weaknesses in Europe, as
well as in Asia. To discourage these probes, the Americans quadrupled their
military budget, feverishly built up the stockpiles of atomic bombs, and pushed a
reluctant France and other nato members to sanction the creation of West
German armed forces.π≤ Soviet observers and intelligence had no trouble moni-
toring the changing geopolitical landscape in Western Europe: namely, the inte-
gration of French and German coal and steel industries, the preparations for the
recognition of the Federal Republic of Germany’s sovereignty, and the plans to
set up a ‘‘European army’’ with West German divisions as its core.π≥ American
assessments of Soviet intentions were generally correct. Cautious probes re-
mained Stalin’s signature policies, despite his verbal emulation of Mao’s revolu-
tionary romanticism.

U.S. intervention prevented North Korean plans for a quick ‘‘revolutionary’’
victory. Still, as Soviet archival evidence shows, Stalin had learned from the past
and was prepared for a nasty surprise. On August 27, 1950, in a cable to the
Czechoslovak Communist president, Klement Gottwald, the Soviet leader ex-
plained his view on the war in Asia. The Soviet Union, he argued, deliberately
abstained from the crucial vote at the United Nations that proclaimed North
Korea an aggressor state. This was a calculated move to get the Americans
‘‘entangled in the military intervention in Korea’’ in which the United States
would ‘‘squander its military prestige and moral authority.’’ If North Korea began
to lose the war, then China would come to North Korea’s assistance. And ‘‘Amer-
ica, as any other state, cannot cope with China having at its disposal large armed
forces.’’ A long and protracted war between China and the United States would
be, in Stalin’s opinion, a good thing. It would give the Soviet Union more time to
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grow in strength. Also, it would ‘‘distract the United States from Europe to the
Far East.’’ And ‘‘the third world war will be postponed for the indefinite term,
and this would give the time necessary to consolidate socialism in Europe.’’π∂

Over the next two years, the Soviet leader enacted this scenario. He suc-
cessfully persuaded Mao and the Chinese Communists to fight against the United
States in Korea. He told them that the United States would not dare to escalate the
war. He even boasted that the ussr was not afraid of confronting the Americans,
because ‘‘together we will be stronger than the USA and England, while the other
European capitalist states (with the exception of Germany which is unable to
provide any assistance to the United States now) do not present a serious military
threat.’’π∑

In reality, the cautious schemer was determined to avoid a premature clash
with the United States in Asia and Europe. Stalin was very impressed by U.S.
airpower, as were hundreds of Soviet military pilots who fought against the
Americans in the skies over Korea. The Soviet aircraft industry and the develop-
ment of radar and air defenses received an enormous boost in 1951–53 but
continued to lag behind the United States.π∏ The Soviet atomic arsenal consisted
only of a very few bombs, and there was no means to deliver them to the United
States. As Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev told diplomat Anatoly Dobrynin twenty-
three years later, Stalin still had to rely on a Soviet non-nuclear response to an
American nuclear attack. In practice, it meant that the Soviet military had to
maintain an armored force in East Germany capable of delivering a lightning
blow to nato armies and occupying Western Europe all the way to the English
Channel. According to Akhromeyev, Stalin believed that an armored threat would
counter the American nuclear threat. In addition to this, Stalin directed all Cen-
tral European satellites in January 1951 ‘‘to create a modern and powerful military
force’’ within two to three years.ππ This auxiliary force would add to the credibility
of the Soviet land superiority.

These Soviet military plans turned Germany into the major theater of a pos-
sible future war and enormously increased the strategic importance of the gdr.
Along with the collapse of the Yalta international order and the revolutionary
radicalism of Stalin and Mao in the Far East, this development heralded the need
for change in Soviet policies for Germany. At first the gdr was left out of this
crash campaign of military mobilization and production. Stalin still wanted to
use the possibility of peaceful German reunification for various political goals: to
aggravate discord in the nato, delay and derail the process of West German
rearmament, and cover up the military preparations in the East. Soviet propagan-
dists exploited to the utmost the fact that several Nazi-era generals were involved
in the e√orts to create a West German army. In September 1951, Stalin and the
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Politburo instructed the sed leadership to confront the Western powers with the
proposal of ‘‘all-German elections aiming to create a unified, democratic, peace-
ful Germany.’’π∫ It was a propaganda probe. The Kremlin never intended to hold
such elections, since the Communists would have certainly lost them.

The East German leadership implemented this campaign with its habitual
heavy-handedness. As both Norman Naimark and Hope Harrison argue, the
gdr leaders were not mere pawns and transmitters of Moscow’s will. Their
unspoken goal was to build up the gdr as a ‘‘socialist’’ country, that is, to carry
out the same purges and transformations that had been proceeding in other
countries of Central Europe. The role of the provisional government, pending the
negotiations with the West, had no appeal for them. And the plans of the Euro-
pean Defense Community (edc) that involved West German armed forces gave
Ulbricht and his colleagues new arguments to demand the full integration of the
gdr into the Communist political-military bloc. In particular, in early 1952, they
sought to exploit the forthcoming signing of the agreement by Western powers
enhancing West Germany’s sovereignty (‘‘General Treaty’’) and the agreement on
edc as the moment for Moscow to act.πΩ

The Soviet occupational authorities in East Germany (in October 1949, smag
was renamed the Soviet Control Commission [scc]), General Vasily Chuikov and
Vladimir Semenov, believed it was vital to respond to Western developments by
building up the gdr’s legitimacy and by making its leadership appear to be
independent of the ussr. Foreign Minister Andrei Vyshinsky, who replaced Mo-
lotov, however, did not want any drastic actions. He even expressed doubts about
the authenticity of a copy of the ‘‘General Treaty’’ obtained by the East Germans.
The ministry’s memoranda to the Politburo continued to treat the gdr as a part
of the ‘‘defeated state’’ and objected to recognizing it as an actor rather than the
subject of the peace settlement in Germany. The last point indicated, remarkably,
that even during the Korean War there were people in the Soviet leadership who
continued to regard the Yalta international framework as validating the Soviet
presence in Germany. There was no great desire in Moscow’s diplomatic and
military communities to recognize the sovereignty of the gdr.∫≠

Stalin continued to deny, perhaps even to himself, that the Soviet Union had
lost the strategic initiative on the German Question. Prodded by the scc reports,
he decided to stage one more dramatic act in his campaign for German reunifica-
tion. On March 10, 1952, he sent a note to the three Western powers proposing
new peace treaty terms. The future Germany would be created through free
elections and become neutral, but with its own armed forces. Unfortunately,
there are no sources into Stalin’s thinking at that time. His previous policies,
however, leave little doubt that this was an attempt to give a second life to the
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sputtering Soviet propaganda of German unity, undermine the Western alliance,
and sow discord among West Germans. The detailed analysis of Soviet plans for
Austria, which had long become a hostage of the German Question and Soviet
military plans, also shows that Kremlin diplomacy at that time was just a camou-
flage for war preparations. But the new initiative failed to derail the plans for the
European army. Western governments and the Federal Republic of Germany
quickly rejected this note as a propaganda move.∫∞

Days after that rejection, on April 7, 1952, Stalin revealed his real plans to the
East German Communist leaders. The gdr, he responded, could now join the
other ‘‘peoples’ democracies’’ in making preparations for war. East German
youth, subjected to antiwar propaganda, had now to be taught to get ready ‘‘to
defend’’ their country against the West. ‘‘As soon as you’ve got any kind of army,’’
he said to the East Germans, Western powers ‘‘will talk di√erently with you. You
will get recognition and a√ection, since everybody likes force.’’ Stalin proposed
creating a comprehensive East German army: thirty divisions of infantry and
marines, an air force, and a submarine fleet, with hundreds of tanks and thou-
sands of artillery pieces. This army would be deployed along Western frontiers.
Behind these forces, Stalin planned to deploy the Soviet army.∫≤

During his second meeting with the leaders of the gdr, Stalin did more than
reverse his previous policy. He revealed what he had never stopped thinking
about since the beginning of the occupation. ‘‘The Americans,’’ he said, ‘‘need
their army in Western Germany to hold Western Europe in their hands. They say
that they have their army in defense against us. But the real goal of this army is to
control Europe.’’ Stalin sounded gloomy and resigned. ‘‘The Americans will
draw Western Germany into the Atlantic Pact. They will create West German
troops. Adenauer is in the Americans’ pocket. All ex-fascists and generals also
are there.’’ Finally, the Kremlin vozhd admitted stalemate in Germany. He told the
East German Communists what they wanted to hear: ‘‘You must organize your
own state. The line of demarcation between the Western and Eastern Germany
should be regarded as a border, and not as a simple but as a dangerous border.’’
In other words, Stalin began to treat the gdr not as a provisional arrangement
but as a permanent strategic asset. Still, Stalin did not take the last step, closing
the sector border with West Berlin. Burnt by his Berlin blockade fiasco, he only
‘‘recommended’’ that the movement of people across this border should be
restricted. Western agents, he said, move too freely around the German Demo-
cratic Republic. They may go to extremes and assassinate Ulbricht and the scc
head, General Vasily Chuikov.’’∫≥

Stalin’s increasing age reduced his capacity to work, but his agile mind
could still function with ferocious energy. For years he had planned to turn East
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Germany into the frontline of a future war with the West. At the same time, true
to his vision of German nationalism, he still pushed for appealing to the Social
Democrats and nationalist segments of the West German population, in an at-
tempt to undercut the support for the American military presence in the Federal
Republic. ‘‘The propaganda campaign for German unity should continue at all
times. You are now holding this weapon and should never lose your grip on it. We
will also continue submitting proposals on the aspects of German unity in order
to expose the Americans.’’∫∂

Stalin’s decisions of April 1952, historian Ruud van Dijk concludes, ‘‘resolved
the basic contradiction of his German policy’’ between the realities in the zone
and the proclaimed policies on Germany.∫∑ Simultaneously, they created other
problems. In the following months, Ulbricht per agreement with Stalin shifted
from a moderate method of Sovietization of the gdr to full-scale proclamation
of ‘‘the dictatorship of the proletariat’’ and the crash course on the construction
of socialism. On July 9, 1952, the Kremlin passed the Politburo decision that
formally sanctioned the course for the ‘‘construction of socialism’’ in the gdr.
Later, Molotov claimed that Ulbricht mistakenly interpreted this as the authoriza-
tion for an accelerated course of the construction of socialism. Stalin, however,
never objected to Ulbricht’s actions. In any case, the sed leader felt he acted with
Moscow’s authorization, and he acted with zeal. All-out militarization of the
gdr involved confiscations and arrests of saboteurs and denunciations of West-
ern ‘‘warmongers’’ and ‘‘internal enemies.’’ The regime crushed the private sec-
tor in commerce and production and embarked on a collectivization campaign in
the countryside.

Even a much healthier economy, one not devastated by the war and Soviet
looting, could not have fulfilled the astronomical production plans coming from
Moscow. The results of the Stalin-Ulbricht new policy were disastrous: skyrocket-
ing inflation, an agricultural crisis, and grossly distorted economic development.
Making matters worse, Stalin did nothing to reduce the burden of East German
reparations and other payments. By 1953, the gdr had paid more than 4 billion
U.S. dollars in reparations but still owed the Soviet Union and Poland 2.7 billion
dollars, or annual budget expenses of more than 211 million dollars. Also, the
gdr continued to pay about 229 million dollars annually to cover Soviet occupa-
tional expenses in the gdr. Finally, Stalin, with the same unsentimental economy
he displayed in dealing with the Chinese and Korean Communists (who paid in
U.S. dollars for Soviet war matériel they used to combat the Americans in Korea),
sold to the East German Communist state sixty-six plants and factories that the
Soviets had earlier confiscated. The Soviets valued them in the amount of 180
million dollars, to be paid by cash or shipments of goods.∫∏
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In fact, the people of the gdr were much better o√ than the Soviet people.
Inside the ussr, the costs of war preparations caused living standards to stag-
nate at an abysmally low level.∫π But East German citizens did not know how
‘‘lucky’’ they were in comparison to their Soviet comrades. They compared their
standards with the lives of their West German counterparts. Before the crash
militarization course, living standards in East Germany had been similar to those
in West Germany. After the ‘‘economic miracle’’ took o√ in the Federal Republic
in 1950 and 1951, the living conditions of West Germans began to advance
rapidly, leaving the citizens of the gdr far behind. The United States gave gen-
erous economic and financial assistance to West Germany through the Marshall
Plan and other programs. Most importantly, the U.S. consumer market was
available to German goods. A combination of better economic opportunities in
the West and the growing oppression and hardship in the East began to impel
many young, professionally trained and educated people to leave the gdr. From
January 1951 to April 1953, almost half a million people left the gdr for West
Berlin and West Germany. Among them were professional workers, farmers,
military conscripts, and even many members of the sed and the Union of Free
German Youth. Among those who remained, the level of discontent grew. Walter
Ulbricht became the object of popular resentment, even hatred.∫∫

Stalin’s policies in Germany in 1952 made sense for only one contingency—
total war mobilization. Stalin’s actions at the end of his life, as well as docu-
mented activities of his regime, suggest that the dictator believed in the in-
evitability of war. In the spring of 1952, simultaneous with the shift of German
policy, the Kremlin leader ordered the creation of 100 air divisions of 10,000 mid-
range jet-propelled bombers. This number was almost double the amount that
Soviet Air Force commanders believed was necessary for war needs. There were
large-scale military preparations in the Siberian Far East and the Far North,
including a study of the capacities for a large-scale invasion of Alaska. One
wonders what would have happened had Stalin lived longer and tried to imple-
ment these fantastic plans.∫Ω

Stalin was losing his grip on German a√airs. He simply had too many irons
in the fire. Aside from military preparations, he was busy with a new round
of murderous political intrigues, among them a purge of the secret services,
investigations of ‘‘the Kremlin doctors’ a√air,’’ orchestration of a public anti-
Semitic campaign, and a plot that led to the purge of the state security bu-
reaucracy and perhaps to elimination of Beria. Stalin also devoted time to his
theoretical writings on the ‘‘economic problems of socialism’’ and on linguis-
tics.Ω≠ Meanwhile, the gdr leadership continued its march toward a political and
economic crisis.
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agony over the gdr

Stalin’s death on March 5, 1953, brought the crisis of German policies to the sur-
face. It also made possible a revision of many of Stalin’s misguided and bankrupt
policies.Ω∞ Stalin’s successors in the Politburo (renamed the Presidium in October
1952), in particular Molotov, Malenkov, and Beria, immediately proposed a new
peace initiative to reduce the danger of war. Together with the Chinese leader-
ship, they opened armistice talks with the United States on Korea. They also
abrogated the policy of pressure on Turkey and allowed Russian women who had
married foreigners to leave the Soviet Union. There were other international
issues that the troika began to discuss, among them the neutrality option for
Austria, the improvement of relations with Iran, and the future of the gdr. Taken
together, these changes went far beyond mere propaganda.Ω≤

The new Soviet ‘‘peace initiative’’ was the result of the insecurity of the Krem-
lin leaders. Khrushchev recalled: ‘‘In the days leading up to Stalin’s death we
believed that America would invade the Soviet Union and we would go to war.’’Ω≥

The gigantic U.S. military buildup, including the first thermonuclear test in
November 1952, focused the Kremlin’s attention on the threat of imminent clash
with the United States. Stalin’s successors wanted to avoid this clash and gain
breathing space to build up Soviet defenses.

Another major impulse for changing the Kremlin’s foreign policy came from
the gdr, where the new policies produced a social and economic crisis. In March
1953, the sed leadership asked for Soviet permission to close sector borders with
the West, in order to stop the flight to the West. Simultaneously, it appealed to
Moscow for substantial economic assistance.Ω∂ Later, at the Party Plenum in July,
Molotov summarized the reasons for the crisis in East Germany as follows:
‘‘They took the crash course of industrialization and had excessively ambitious
plan of construction. Besides, they pay the costs of occupation for our army, they
pay reparations.’’Ω∑ Bad signals also continued to come from West Germany. On
April 18, the Committee of Information at the Soviet Foreign Ministry reported
that the Adenauer government ‘‘significantly increased revanchist propaganda and
scared the West German population with the threat from the East.’’ Experts
signaled to the Presidium that there were no specific policies designed to thwart
the ratification of the Bonn and Paris treaties by the Bundestag and the Bun-
desrat, the two houses of the West German parliament.Ω∏

The Kremlin leadership waited almost three months to act on Germany. The
delay may have stemmed from the fact that the new rulers faced other urgent
problems. The war in Korea continued to cause the death of thousands of North
Koreans and Chinese and presented a continuing danger for the escalation of
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hostilities. Nobody could guarantee that the widespread discontent among the
Soviet people would not lead to protests and riots after Stalin’s death. According
to the new head of the Soviet government, Georgy Malenkov, the main task of the
new leadership was ‘‘to avoid confusion in the ranks of our party, in the working
class, in the country.’’Ωπ

Molotov, once again the foreign minister, took the lead in evaluating the
German Question. He recalled Vladimir Semenov from the gdr to Moscow to
participate in the Foreign Ministry’s review of German policies. Semenov, Yakov
Malik, Grigory Pushkin, and Mikhail Gribanov drafted one set of proposals after
another. Speaking in July 1953, Molotov said that ‘‘the facts, we have learned
recently, made it absolutely obvious that the political and economic situation in
the German Democratic Republic became unfavorable.’’ The Foreign Ministry
archives, however, reveal that he and his experts quibbled over peripheral is-
sues.Ω∫ Semenov, the most knowledgeable of the experts, dared to suggest that
the Soviets should end the occupation status of the gdr and sign ‘‘a treaty on
friendship, cooperation and mutual assistance’’ with Ulbricht.ΩΩ None of the
experts dared to mention Ulbricht’s policies of the ‘‘accelerated construction of
socialism’’ in East Germany.

There is no record of internal discussions, but by all indications Molotov never
wavered from his view that German peace talks were a zero-sum game between
East and West. He agreed with Semenov, who suggested creating ‘‘more favor-
able conditions for the socialist construction’’ in the gdr by reducing repara-
tions and other economic obligations to the ussr.∞≠≠ On May 5, Molotov pro-
posed to the Presidium that the gdr should stop reparation payments after 1954.
At the same time, Molotov was categorically against closing the sector border in
Berlin, as the gdr leadership had suggested.∞≠∞

On the surface, Molotov, Malenkov, and Beria, the leading troika in charge of
foreign a√airs, had few disagreements. In reality, beneath this veneer of unity,
rivalry was brewing inside the Kremlin. After Stalin’s death, Beria assumed the
leadership of the Ministry of the Interior, the result of the merger of the two
agencies of secret police and intelligence. He organized a brain trust among
lieutenants that helped him to come up with a startling number of initiatives on
many issues of domestic and foreign policy. From the start, Beria distanced
himself from Stalin’s bloody legacy and began exposing his crimes to incredu-
lous members of the Central Committee. Inside the Presidium, he sought sup-
port from Malenkov and Khrushchev, hoping to outmaneuver them both. By
contrast, he regarded Molotov, the man with the greatest authority among the
party elite, as a threat and wanted to undercut his prestige and policies.∞≠≤

The evidence on Beria’s views on Germany at that time is vague. In his diary,
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written more than ten years later, Semenov concludes that both Beria and Stalin
treated the gdr as a tool in the struggle for Germany. Beria only ‘‘wanted to
accelerate this struggle in the summer of 1953.’’∞≠≥ Anatoly Sudoplatov, a senior
o≈cer of Soviet intelligence, recalls that on the eve of May Day in 1953, Beria
ordered him to test the feasibility of unifying Germany. He told Sudoplatov that
‘‘the best way to strengthen our world position would be to create a neutral,
unified Germany run by a coalition government. Germany would be the balanc-
ing factor between American and Soviet interests in Western Europe.’’ According
to this scheme, the gdr would become an autonomous province in the newly
unified Germany. ‘‘As immediate steps, Beria intended, without informing Molo-
tov’s Foreign Ministry, to use his intelligence contacts for uno≈cial approaches
to prominent politicians in Western Europe.’’∞≠∂ It is not clear whether Beria also
had in mind to establish a back channel with the United States.

On May 6, Beria sent a report to Malenkov, Molotov, Khrushchev, Bulganin,
Kaganovich, and Voroshilov concerning the catastrophic flight of refugees from
the gdr: 220,000 had left since 1952, including over 3,000 members of the sed
and the Union of Free German Youth. In contrast to other reports, this one
blamed the exodus on the gdr leadership’s policies. Beria proposed asking the
Soviet Control Commission in the gdr to present recommendations on how to
reduce the exodus ‘‘in order to make the necessary recommendations to our
German friends.’’∞≠∑

At this point, Ulbricht committed a huge error that undercut his support in
Moscow. On May 5, he declared that the gdr had ‘‘entered a new stage of a
dictatorship of the proletariat.’’ This socialist rhetoric from East Berlin came at
the time when Winston Churchill proposed in the House of Commons holding a
conference with the new Soviet leadership. In the eyes of Beria, Malenkov, Molo-
tov, and some other members of the Kremlin ruling group, the new opportunities
to split nato unity stood in open conflict with Ulbricht’s course.∞≠∏ This gal-
vanized Presidium discussions on the gdr. On May 14, the Presidium, at Mo-
lotov’s suggestion, instructed Ulbricht to refrain from this provocative rhet-
oric.∞≠π Simultaneously, Molotov and the Foreign Ministry experts acknowledged
the facts presented in Beria’s report.∞≠∫ In his internal memo, Semenov agreed
that the collectivization of East German agriculture and the practices of mass
arrests and repression of large groups should be stopped. He even proposed a
partial amnesty. At the same time, the main Soviet interest, in his opinion, was to
strengthen, not undermine the gdr Communist leadership.∞≠Ω At the Presidium
meeting on May 20, Molotov joined in the criticism of the gdr leadership. It
appears that he swallowed his doubts and did not want to cause a split in the
collective leadership.∞∞≠ Ulbricht’s days seemed to be numbered. Scholars now
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agree that May–June 1953 was the only time when the Soviet leadership consid-
ered a radical change in German policy.

Suddenly, a debate within the collective leadership erupted. At its center was
the question: What kind of Germany did the Soviet Union need? On May 27, at
the Presidium meeting, Molotov recommended that the sed should ‘‘not carry
out an accelerated construction of socialism.’’ No minutes of the meeting are
available, but after Beria’s arrest, Molotov told the Party Plenum that Beria inter-
rupted with a remark: ‘‘Why do we need this socialism in Germany, what kind of
socialism is there? All we need is a bourgeois Germany if it is peaceful.’’ Accord-
ing to Molotov, other members of the leadership were astonished: they did not
believe that bourgeois Germany, the same country that had unleashed two world
wars, could be peaceful. Molotov concluded: ‘‘How could a sober-thinking Marx-
ist, one who stands on the positions close to socialism or Soviet power, believe in
some kind of a bourgeois Germany that would allegedly be peaceful and under
the control of four powers?’’∞∞∞ Khrushchev and Bulganin sided with Molotov.

In his memoirs, Mikoyan recalled that Beria and Malenkov seemed to be in
agreement on this issue. ‘‘They aimed to gain the leading role in the Presidium,
and suddenly there was such a defeat!’’ Beria allegedly telephoned Bulganin after
the meeting and told him he would lose his post of defense minister if he aligned
himself with Khrushchev. Beria admitted in his letter from prison that he treated
Khrushchev and Bulganin with ‘‘unacceptable rudeness and insolence’’ at the
meeting on May 27.∞∞≤

A careful reconstruction of the patchy evidence and the logic of events indi-
cates that on May 27 not only Beria and Malenkov, but also Molotov, Khrushchev,
and the rest of the Kremlin leadership, voted for the radical changes in the gdr.
Later, when the collective leadership got rid of Beria, they decided that the ‘‘trea-
son’’ on the German Question must be added to the list of his crimes.∞∞≥

The outcome of the discussions within the collective leadership was the state
decree of June 2, ‘‘On Measures to Improve the Health of the Political Situation in
the gdr.’’ This document di√ered in content and tone from all the Foreign
Ministry drafts, went much further than the scc recommendations of May 18,
and incorporated almost verbatim most of Beria’s memo.∞∞∂ It stated that the
main reason for the crisis in the gdr was ‘‘the mistaken course of the con-
struction of socialism in East Germany without real internal and external condi-
tions.’’ The document implicitly recognized Stalin’s responsibility for this policy
and proposed a sweeping New Course that called for the end of collectivization, a
slowdown of ‘‘the extraordinary intense pace of development of heavy industry,’’
and a ‘‘sharp increase of the production of mass consumption goods.’’ It also
stipulated a cut in ‘‘administrative and special expenses,’’ stabilization of the
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gdr currency, a stop to the arrests and the release of arrested people, and the end
of persecution of churches and the restoration of confiscated church property.∞∞∑

The New Course reversed Stalin’s policies that aimed at converting East Ger-
many into a bulwark for an imminent war with the West. The future of the gdr
was now linked to ‘‘the peaceful settlement of fundamental international prob-
lems.’’ The Kremlin leadership instructed the gdr leadership ‘‘to put the tasks of
the political struggle for restoration of national unity of Germany and for conclu-
sion of a peace treaty in the center of attention of the broad masses of German
people, both in the gdr and in West Germany.’’∞∞∏

On June 2–4, an sed delegation secretly arrived in Moscow to receive instruc-
tions on the policy change. Ulbricht, sensing he was in danger, attempted to
propose cosmetic reforms. At that moment, however, the news about the riots in
Bulgaria and the unrest in Czechoslovakia reached the Presidium; this seemed to
tilt the Kremlin leadership even more in favor of an immediate reversal of Stalin’s
policies for the European satellites.∞∞π According to Otto Grotewohl’s notes, Beria
said that ‘‘we all made the mistake [in 1952]; there are no accusations.’’ Another
East German witness, however, recorded Beria’s contempt and anger with regard
to Ulbricht. Malenkov also was on record saying: ‘‘If we don’t correct the situa-
tion now, a catastrophe will happen.’’ The Kremlin leaders radically scaled down
Stalin’s plans for the gdr’s armament. ‘‘No airplanes; no tanks,’’ jotted Grote-
wohl in his notes of the meeting.∞∞∫

Worst of all, Moscow ordered the sed leadership to introduce the New Course
immediately. The gdr leaders cabled home from Moscow the instruction to
remove the literature on the ‘‘construction of socialism’’ in East Germany from
libraries and bookstores. The Presidium appointed Vladimir Semenov to be high
commissioner in East Germany and sent him back on the same plane with the
sed delegation to implement the Kremlin orders. The new instructions put the
gdr leadership in an impossible political situation. After a year of total mobiliza-
tion and extreme Stalinist propaganda, they had to beat a retreat immediately,
with no time to save face. Molotov even recommended that the press publish
‘‘frank criticism’’ of the sed policies since July 1952.∞∞Ω It is astounding how blind
the Soviet leaders were to the provocative nature of these measures.

After the arrest of Beria, Khrushchev blamed him for the attempt ‘‘to sell out’’
the gdr. Later, he also claimed that Malenkov was in cahoots with Beria. In his
defense, Malenkov made a significant remark clarifying his position: ‘‘During the
discussion of the German question I believed that in the existing international
situation, when we began the big political campaign, for the sake of the issue of
reunification of Germany, we must not put forward the task of construction of
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socialism in the democratic Germany.’’∞≤≠ The broader historical context high-
lights the radical potential of the New Course. The first months after Stalin’s
death were a time of high uncertainty, but also of new opportunities. On June 3,
British prime minister Winston Churchill hinted to Soviet ambassador Yakov
Malik that he was prepared to begin confidential talks with the new Soviet leader-
ship like the ones he had had with Stalin. He informed Malik that he was about to
meet with Eisenhower to sell him on the idea of an immediate summit of great
powers to improve the international situation. Churchill said that he believed that
he would ‘‘succeed to improve international relations and create the atmosphere
of greater confidence for at least the next 3–5 years.’’∞≤∞

Beria and Malenkov seemed to be trying to explore possibilities for relaxation
of the Cold War. Beria, in particular, was inclined to use secret police channels to
achieve foreign policy goals. He sought to establish a secret back channel to the
Yugoslav leader Marshal Tito, who was still vilified by Soviet propaganda as the
leader of the ‘‘fascist clique.’’ In a desperate note from prison, Beria reminded
Malenkov that he ‘‘prepared the mission on Yugoslavia’’ with his consent and
advice. The note also mentioned another ‘‘mission’’ in France, implying a request
for Pierre Cot, a Soviet agent of influence, to approach the French prime minister,
Pierre Mendes-France, with the proposal to start secret talks on the German
Question. At that time, France’s public opinion and elites were split over the
issues of the ‘‘European army’’ and rearmament of West Germany.∞≤≤

Meanwhile, the crisis in the gdr exploded and changed the whole situation.
On June 16, workers in East Berlin demonstrated against the gdr regime. Mass
rallies quickly became a political uprising all over the gdr; crowds from West
Berlin crossed into East Berlin and joined the protesters. The regime lost control
of the situation. The use of Soviet troops on June 17 quickly dispersed the crowd
and restored order in the capital; gradually the situation in the gdr stabilized. It
was the first serious disruption to shake the Soviet bloc after Stalin’s death.∞≤≥

At first, it was not clear how these events a√ected the Soviet leadership and its
consensus on the New Course in the gdr. In his memoirs, Sudoplatov claimed
that even after the revolt in the gdr, Beria ‘‘did not give up on the idea of German
reunification.’’ The demonstration of Soviet power ‘‘might only increase the
chances of the ussr to reach a compromise with Western powers.’’ He sent
his agents to West Germany to establish confidential contacts with politicians
there.∞≤∂ Simultaneously, Marshal Sokolovsky, his deputy high commissioner
Semenov, and Pavel Yudin sent a detailed report on the uprising to the So-
viet leadership with withering criticism of Ulbricht. The scc leadership recom-
mended relieving him of the responsibilities of deputy prime minister of the gdr

=Q? G AF 4 1 F A 0I FN E 8 F P : F F PE . A N CN I 8P F P 2 N? E E : F N FPS
C 5 NPE . N F N N 7Q P 0? G . PN EPP ? G PN N MQ P I F? PPF DE I A P F PF ,A /

.N P A CN I PPF DE I   

.
SN

FD
EP

T
E

:
F

N
FPS

C5
NPE

.
N

F
N

-
NFD

EP
N

N
A



stalemate in germany,  1945 – 195392

and ‘‘allow[ing] him to concentrate his attention’’ on party work. The position of
general secretary had to be abolished, and the party secretariat had to be reduced
in size.∞≤∑

This last proposal accidentally touched on the very essence of the power
struggle in the Kremlin that was about to come to a head. In late May 1953, Nikita
Khrushchev, then the head of the Central Committee’s Secretariat, decided that
Beria was too dangerous. He began to suspect that the secret police chief was
preparing to stab a knife in his back and undermine the Party Secretariat, Khru-
shchev’s power base. There were also signals that Beria was acting behind the
back of Khrushchev in domestic party politics. Khrushchev realized he had to act
against Beria. This realization might have dawned on him after the Presidium
discussion of the gdr on May 27. Eventually, even Malenkov revealed his mis-
givings about Beria and joined the plot against him.∞≤∏

The arrest of Beria on June 26 during the meeting of the Presidium of the
Council of Ministers profoundly changed the power balance inside the Kremlin.
Khrushchev claimed to be the heroic organizer of Beria’s removal. Soviet elites,
including the military, acclaimed him as a savior from the years of terror. At the
July Party Plenum, convened to denounce Beria, Khrushchev triumphantly pro-
claimed the primacy of the party apparatus over the state bureaucracies, above all
over the secret police. Malenkov, who remained the head of the state, solemnly
declared that he never intended to be the number one and that there would be
always a ‘‘collective leadership.’’∞≤π

Soviet o≈cials in Germany continued to send reports criticizing Ulbricht and
his apparatus for lack of political courage and initiative during the uprising.∞≤∫

This criticism, however, no longer received a sympathetic hearing and support
within the Soviet leadership. Khrushchev respected Ulbricht and believed he
was a good comrade. More importantly, Khrushchev and Molotov publicly de-
nounced the idea of a ‘‘unified and neutral Germany’’ as Beria’s conspiracy.
Khrushchev declared that Beria ‘‘revealed himself on the German question as an
agent-provocateur, not a Communist, when he proposed to renounce the con-
struction of socialism, to make concessions to the West. Then we asked him:
‘‘What does it mean? It means that 18 million Germans would pass under the
custody of Americans. And how could there be a neutral democratic bourgeois
Germany between Americans and us? If a treaty is not guaranteed by force, then it
is worth nothing, and everybody will laugh at us and our naiveté.’’ The majority of
the Soviet party and state elites who attended the Plenum applauded Khrushchev.
Most of them had lived through the war and shared Khrushchev’s strong feelings
that reunifying Germany on a ‘‘bourgeois’’ foundation would undo the victory of
1945. Others considered East Germany as the jewel of the Soviet bloc because of
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its role in the Soviet military-industrial complex. On behalf of the Soviet atomic
project, its leader, Avraami Zaveniagin, told the Plenum that ‘‘much uranium is
extracted in the gdr, perhaps no less than Americans have at their disposal.’’ He
spoke about Soviet dependence on uranium from the Wismut project in lower
Saxony.∞≤Ω

The new winds immediately a√ected Soviet policies in the gdr. Molotov’s
influence on Soviet foreign policy was on the rise, and Beria’s initiatives, not only
in Germany but also in Yugoslavia and Austria, were automatically disavowed and
repealed.∞≥≠ The Politburo firmly rejected the proposal by scc authorities to re-
place Ulbricht and remove the Party Secretariat from state a√airs as ‘‘untimely.’’
In Molotov’s opinion, ‘‘Semenov drifted to the right.’’ Sensing the change, Ul-
bricht immediately cracked down on his domestic rivals. sed Politburo members
Rudolf Herrnstadt and Wilhelm Zeissner had earned the highest praise from the
Soviet Control Commission during the uprising, and, in the opinion of Hope
Harrison, ‘‘if the Beria episode had not intervened, [they] may have succeeded in
their e√orts to remove Ulbricht from power.’’ In this new climate, however, the
Soviet leadership supported Ulbricht’s decision to oust them, because they, espe-
cially Zeissner, were Beria’s protégés.∞≥∞

American behavior during the revolt in East Germany contributed to the shift
in Kremlin policies. On the one hand, the United States made maximum propa-
ganda use of the revolt, supplied food to East Berliners, and began to push for
‘‘free elections’’ as a precondition for German reunification. On the other hand,
the United States and the other Western powers did not come to the rescue of the
East Germans with military power. Even if the West had indeed prepared ‘‘the
Day X’’ in the gdr, as some Soviet analysts were quick to assert, Western leaders
did not dare to go all the way in supporting the rebellion.∞≥≤

The entire ‘‘peaceful initiative’’ that justified the New Course in the gdr came
to a halt after Beria’s arrest and the revolt in East Germany. Indeed, it was
impossible to reduce military forces in Europe without a negotiated solution of
the German Question, the conundrum that Soviet leaders would not be able to
resolve for the next thirty-five years. The rise of Khrushchev, the survival of
Ulbricht, and the demise of the New Course destroyed any opportunity for a
turnabout in Soviet policies on East Germany. Millions of Germans had to live
through several more decades of the Cold War, waiting for another miracle to
allow them to be sovereign, free, and reunited.
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( CHAPTER 4 )

KREMLIN POLITICS AND

‘‘PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE,’’

1953–1957

★

Around the end of 1955, Molotov instructed one of his sta√

members to find among Lenin’s writings some reference to the

idea that naïveté in foreign policy was tantamount to a crime.

Obviously, the idea was to use such a quotation

against Khrushchev.

—Recollections of Oleg Troyanovsky, Soviet diplomat

The position of Molotov is erroneous, profoundly mistaken,

and does not correspond to the interests of our state.

—Gromyko, on Molotov’s diplomacy at the July 1955

Party Plenum 

After Stalin’s death, a ‘‘new’’ Soviet foreign policy emerged that sought to reopen
the diplomatic space that Moscow had enjoyed before the start of the Cold War.
In February 1956, at the Twentieth Party Congress, the Soviet leadership re-
nounced expectations of imminent war. The Stalinist thesis of the inevitability of
a period of wars and revolutions gave way to a new thesis: long-term ‘‘peaceful
coexistence’’ and nonmilitary competition between the capitalist and Communist
systems.

However, détente in East-West relations did not occur. And, in fact, the Cold
War got a second wind. Mutual fears and mistrust remained high between the
two opposing blocs. Some Soviet memoirists give the opinion that the lack of a
flexible and positive Western response to the new Soviet foreign policy was a
missed opportunity to reduce Cold War tensions.∞ Indeed, President Dwight D.
Eisenhower, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, and the majority of American
Kremlin-watchers regarded the changes in the Kremlin and the new Soviet diplo-
matic flexibility not as an opportunity but as a threat. American policy makers
were concerned that the rhetoric of ‘‘peaceful coexistence’’ could disrupt their
plans to build up a European center of power, which, together with Great Britain,
would bear the burden of ‘‘containing’’ the Soviet bloc. Domestic politics and the
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culture of anti-Communism contributed to the reluctance of the Eisenhower
administration to negotiate with the Soviet Union.≤

A closer look at the Soviet side reveals that it was also not ready for negotia-
tions and compromises. New documents reveal that many of the Kremlin rulers,
despite the shift to peaceful coexistence, retained some basic elements of the
revolutionary-imperial paradigm and continuity with Stalin’s foreign policy. The
new Kremlin rulers were eager to reassert the Soviet position as a global revolu-
tionary leader and began to build alliances with revolutionary-nationalist leaders
and groups in the Middle East, South and Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin
America. The new documents also demonstrate that the relationships among Sta-
lin’s successors in 1953–57 had a significant impact on the Kremlin’s decision
making regarding Soviet policies within the bloc as well as toward the United
States and its allies. Soviet politics after Stalin’s death favored revolutionary-
imperial discourse—it was politically suicidal to be seen as soft on Western
imperialism. The members of the collective leadership competed among them-
selves to win support among the party and state elites, o√ering strategies of
strengthening and expanding Soviet power and international influence.≥

who will talk to the west?

The Kremlin oligarchs who assumed power after Stalin’s death in March 1953
and proclaimed the collective leadership were the ultimate survivors.∂ They had
learned to wage a permanent struggle for their positions between the suspicious
tyrant and the army of lesser-rank party and state o≈cials, the political nomen-
klatura that looked up to them with both reverence and envy. Throughout his
regime, Stalin ensured that no oligarch felt secure at any time. At the Party
Plenum in October 1952, Stalin denounced Molotov and Mikoyan as traitors and
possibly Western spies. Simultaneously, he dramatically expanded the Politburo
(it now became the Presidium), including in it a large group of younger party
o≈cials, probably a threat that Stalin could at any time replace his old lieutenants
with younger bureaucrats.∑

The oligarchs also learned to respond to Stalin’s machinations and rule in his
absence. After the murderous ‘‘Leningrad a√air,’’ the oligarchic pact of mutual
tolerance deepened.∏ Even before Stalin died, the oligarchs cut all the nooses he
had put around their necks. Molotov and Mikoyan regained their power over
foreign policy and trade; the ‘‘Mingrelian a√air,’’ a corruption investigation in
Georgia directed against Beria, was cancelled; and the younger nomenklatura
members were excluded from the Presidium. At the decisive moment of power
transfer, their common interest in survival overrode individual rivalries and pol-
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icy disagreements. Some oligarchs genuinely feared that any disunity would lead
to the loss of control and the caving in to external pressures.π

Oligarchic rule, due to its consensual nature, rarely favors innovation and
change. Yet, as we saw in the previous chapter, the collective leadership moved
with alacrity to adopt new domestic and foreign policies. The oligarchs lacked
legitimacy and needed to demonstrate their initiative and determination at home
and abroad. Next to the towering images and statues of Stalin, the collective
leadership did not look terribly impressive. Moscow professor Sergei Dmitriev
wrote in his diary of his impressions at seeing the collective leadership on a home
TV set in November 1955: ‘‘The entire Presidium consists of boring and grey
personalities. When one sees them, it comes to mind that the revolution had
occurred long, long ago, all revolutionary cadres were exterminated, and bureau-
cratic nonentities triumphed. There is nothing live, spontaneous, and humane in
what they say, not a word, not a single memorable gesture. Everybody looks
featureless, faceless, and erased. One only misses the inscription at the entrance
to Dante’s Inferno.’’∫

Stalin’s successors could not rule by terror and had to win the support of party
o≈cials, the military, the secret police, and other state bureaucracies. In the party
and bureaucracy, everybody knew that collective leadership was a transitional
phase of Kremlin politics; one of the oligarchs would eventually have to become
the winner in the coming succession struggle. An editor of the leading literary
journal expressed this mood in his diary: ‘‘Collective leadership—and what about
the conductor?’’Ω

After Beria’s arrest, Khrushchev quickly moved into the position of conductor.
Malenkov, however, remained the chairman of the Council of Ministers, a posi-
tion of high visibility. Many in the country continued to regard him as Stalin’s
successor. Speaking to the Supreme Soviet on August 8, 1953, Malenkov an-
nounced several sensational policies to radically improve the living standards of
Soviet people within ‘‘the next two or three years.’’ For the first time since 1928,
the state pledged to increase investments in agriculture and the consumer-related
economy at the expense of the military-industrial complex and the machine-
building sector. Malenkov also announced the reduction by half of stifling agri-
cultural taxes, as well as the increase in the size of peasant household and private
plots. These measures almost doubled the disposable income of the peasantry
within one year. Serious problems with food continued to plague the ussr, but at
least peasants stopped cutting down their orchards and killing their cows to
avoid exorbitant property taxes. Instead, they again began to sell meat and milk
in marketplaces. Malenkov became their favorite leader since Lenin, as muzhiks
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across Russia drank to his health the glasses filled to the brim with village
moonshine.∞≠

In his speech, Malenkov also made the dramatic announcement that the ussr
had its own hydrogen bomb. Soviet nuclear physicists, including one of the
inventors of the bomb, Andrei Sakharov, listened to Malenkov’s speech at the
testing ground in Kazakhstan with mixed feelings of pride and anxiety. In fact,
the bomb would be successfully tested a week later. The announcement had the
desired e√ect on the public; Malenkov appeared as the leader of a nuclear super-
power, both in the eyes of foreign leaders and in those of the domestic au-
dience.∞∞ Khrushchev interpreted this speech as an attempt at personal popularity
at his expense. He especially could never forget or forgive Malenkov for usurping
his role as a major spokesman for the peasants and for agricultural a√airs. In
September 1953, Khrushchev took back this role at the Party Plenum convened to
approve new agricultural policies. Five months later, he convened another ple-
num and presented there the plan for cultivating virgin lands in Kazakhstan, a
grand program promising a quick end to the chronic food crisis. This turned out
to be a costly ecological disaster, but, as William Taubman wrote, ‘‘in the mean-
time he was displaying the leadership that Malenkov lacked.’’∞≤

In September 1953, Khrushchev became the Communist Party’s first secretary.
Poorly educated, crude, and volatile, and at the same time earthly, accessible,
quick-witted, and enormously energetic, Khrushchev appealed to the peasant-
stock Soviet o≈cials as ‘‘one of their own.’’ While Malenkov criticized the party
control over economic and cultural matters and sought to broaden his base
among industrial managers and scientific and cultural elites, Khrushchev quickly
established full command over the party structures and the secret police, now
called the Committee for State Security (kgb). His crony Ivan Serov, former
emissary of Stalin’s secret police in Poland and East Germany, became the first
kgb chairman. Khrushchev used these sinews of power to push Malenkov out of
the limelight, cut his access to information, and even blackmail him by dis-
closing his role in implementation of the nefarious ‘‘Leningrad a√air.’’ Even
Malenkov’s personal chancery became part of the central party apparatus con-
trolled by Khrushchev. Khrushchev chaired the Presidium and dominated in
public appearances of the collective leadership.∞≥

The succession struggle in the era of the Cold War involved the question of
international leadership. The Soviet political class and a wide segment of Soviet
citizens regarded statesmanship as an almost supernatural quality. Who among
the collective leadership would try to wear Stalin’s mantle of world statesman and
talk to the leaders of other great powers? Who would combine perceptiveness,
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wisdom, and an understanding of long-term world trends to defend Soviet inter-
ests in the international arena? The winner in the Kremlin games would not only
gain absolute control over the enormous party and state bureaucracy; he would
lead the Communist world and ‘‘progressive humanity’’ in a fierce struggle with
the capitalist world.

An early summit, as proposed by Winston Churchill in May 1953, might have
undermined Molotov’s seniority in foreign a√airs and put Malenkov as the head
of state into the international limelight. By the end of 1954, however, Malenkov’s
window of opportunity was closing fast. Khrushchev began to argue before the
other Presidium members that Malenkov would not be tough enough to succeed
in future negotiations with the West. This argument justified Malenkov’s removal
on January 22, 1955, from the post of chairman of the Council of Ministers. The
Party Plenum approved this decision nine days later.∞∂

At the plenum, Khrushchev and Molotov for the first time revealed to the party
elite that Malenkov had supported Beria on ‘‘selling’’ the gdr in May 1953.
Khrushchev told the plenum that in the spring of 1953 he ‘‘used to say to other
comrades, in particular to comrade Molotov: now Churchill is so terribly eager to
have a meeting and I, honestly, fear that if he comes to meet face to face with
Malenkov, then Malenkov may get cold feet and surrender.’’ The bottom line was
clear: the premier lacked backbone and therefore could not represent the Soviet
Union at a summit with capitalist leaders. In his memoirs, Khrushchev is blunt:
‘‘We had to replace Malenkov. The talks in Geneva required another kind of
person.’’∞∑ It turned out that only Khrushchev himself was that kind of person.

Khrushchev, professing to be loyal to the collective leadership principle, re-
fused to combine the positions of first secretary and chairman of the Council of
Ministers. Instead, he proposed his friend, Minister of Defense Nikolai Bulganin,
for the latter position.∞∏ This choice demonstrated the hypocrisy of Khrushchev’s
earlier criticism of Malenkov: the new head of government cut a notoriously weak
figure. Stalin considered him a harmless enough personality to entrust him with
the armed forces (the vozhd preferred to give such crucial power to a weak charac-
ter, fearing a potential Bonaparte). With a partner like this, Khrushchev’s leader-
ship would not be challenged. At the same time, in February 1955, Khrushchev
acquired another crucial position as the head of the Supreme Defense Council, a
permanent body in charge of defense matters and the armed forces. Among the
council’s members were the new minister of defense, Marshal Georgy Zhukov, a
staunch ally of Khrushchev, and Vyacheslav Malyshev, the head of the Ministry for
the Medium Machine-Building, a name invented for camouflage and meaning
the nuclear complex. In e√ect, Khrushchev became the commander in chief of
the Soviet Union.∞π From this point on, this power position would be inherited by
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subsequent general secretaries of the party, from Leonid Brezhnev to Mikhail
Gorbachev.

His new power base allowed Khrushchev to interfere in foreign a√airs and
security policies, fields he was unfamiliar with. Earlier he had opposed some
elements of the ‘‘peace o√ensive’’ because they bore the imprimatur of his rivals.
Now he began to return to some of Beria’s and Malenkov’s foreign policy initia-
tives that he had earlier branded as treasonous. This opened the way for the most
productive, reformist, and moderate phase in Soviet foreign policy in years. Yet,
for a while, the Kremlin oligarchs continued to function as the collective leader-
ship. Anastas Mikoyan, without leadership ambitions of his own, played a useful
role as a trusted and loyal mentor of the first secretary on foreign a√airs. Also, as
historian Elena Zubkova observes, ‘‘Malenkov, a man of compromise, counter-
balanced the impulsive and brusque Khrushchev.’’ Presidium newcomers Zhu-
kov, Matvei Saburov, and Mikhail Pervukhin actively participated in the decision-
making process on foreign a√airs.∞∫

Molotov, however, remained the staunchest conservative critic of the foreign
policy initiatives now pushed by Khrushchev. Since the fall of 1954, Molotov and
Khrushchev had stood on opposite sides on almost every single issue, from the
virgin lands to control over defense issues.∞Ω The struggle for supremacy between
the two began in earnest during the talks on Austrian neutrality during February–
April 1955. The Austrian government feared sharing the fate of the divided
Germany and approached the Kremlin with an o√er to negotiate a separate
agreement on the end of Soviet occupation.≤≠ Molotov argued against it. ‘‘We
cannot a√ord to withdraw Soviet troops from Austria,’’ echoed a secret memo-
randum from senior diplomats in November 1953, ‘‘since it would actually mean
placing Austria in the hands of the Americans and weakening our positions in
Central and South Central Europe.’’ Khrushchev, by contrast, argued that Aus-
trian neutrality would weaken nato, and the Presidium majority agreed with
him. After the Soviet-Austrian agreement was reached, the triumphant first secre-
tary took advantage of an informal moment at a reception to shake his finger at
Molotov’s deputies from the Foreign Ministry. From now on, he said, they had to
take the cues not from their boss but from ‘‘the Party leadership.’’≤∞

The visit of the Soviet o≈cial delegation to Yugoslavia (May 26–June 2, 1955)
dealt a final blow to Molotov’s role in foreign a√airs. Khrushchev, Bulganin, and
Georgy Zhukov, now minister of defense, wanted to repair the Soviet-Yugoslav
split and were ready to apologize for Stalin’s anti-Tito campaign in 1948–1953.
They believed that a rapprochement with Yugoslavia would bring this country
back into the Soviet sphere and enhance Moscow’s geopolitical positions in
Southern Europe and the Balkans. In Molotov’s view, however, the Tito regime
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would never be a responsible partner of the ussr. Armed with quotations from
Lenin’s works, Molotov claimed that anyone praising the Yugoslav leadership
‘‘could not be a Leninist.’’ Molotov doggedly fought against this trip and was not
even included in the delegation.≤≤ The crux of the matter became who, Molotov or
Khrushchev, would define what a ‘‘Leninist’’ meant in foreign policy. The gaping
rift in the Presidium forced Khrushchev to turn to the plenum of the Central
Committee for support against the obstinate foreign minister.

The Party Plenum took place on July 4–12, 1955, on the eve of the Geneva con-
ference with the leaders of the United States, Great Britain, and France—the first
summit of the great powers in ten years. The plenum turned out to be a remarkably
frank discussion of Soviet foreign policy and its underlying motives. For the first
time, Presidium oligarchs shared with the broader party and state elites the inti-
mate details of Kremlin politics. Khrushchev knew that in the eyes of these elites
Molotov was the man who had worked with Lenin and Stalin. He and his support-
ers, therefore, chose to attack Molotov’s professional and Bolshevik authority.

Khrushchev cited in great detail the Presidium debates on the Austrian ques-
tion. Molotov, he said, absurdly claimed that there could be another Anschluss of
Austria by West Germany. He insisted that the Soviet Union must reserve the
right to reintroduce its troops into Austria.≤≥ The Yugoslav Question touched on
the ideological core of the Soviet view of the Cold War. The Kremlin’s decision to
recognize Yugoslavia as ‘‘truly socialist’’ meant that Stalin’s policies were wrong
and that Moscow’s absolute authority to lead the Communist camp could be
questioned. Molotov viewed this as the beginning of a dangerous slippery slope
for world Communism and Soviet supremacy. His main thesis was that the
Yugoslav version of ‘‘nationally oriented socialism’’ could spread to other Com-
munist parties. Molotov warned that this could lead to the loss of Moscow’s
control over Poland and other countries of Eastern Europe.≤∂

Molotov’s resistance to the rapprochement with Yugoslavia, Khrushchev and
his allies asserted, proved that the foreign minister had become dogmatic and
did not understand Soviet security interests. Bulganin told the assembly that
Yugoslavia returning to the Soviet bloc would give the Soviet army and navy excel-
lent positions on the Adriatic Sea. Soviet forces then would be able to threaten
‘‘the vital lines of communications of the Anglo-American military forces,’’ in-
cluding the Suez Canal. Khrushchev reinforced these arguments.’’≤∑

Before this plenum, the Soviet leaders blamed the Soviet-Yugoslav split of
1948 on ‘‘the Beria-Abakumov gang’’ (Viktor Abakumov was the head of smersh
and mgb).≤∏ But during the plenum, Khrushchev suddenly remarked that the
responsibility for the Soviet-Yugoslav split fell ‘‘on Stalin and Molotov.’’ A re-
markably frank exchange followed:
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molotov: That’s new. We signed the letter [to the Yugoslavs] on behalf of
the Central Committee.

khrushchev: Without asking the Central Committee.
molotov: This is not true.
khrushchev: This is exactly true.
molotov: Now you can say whatever comes into your head.
khrushchev: I am a member of the Presidium, but no one asked for my

opinion.≤π

The split with Yugoslavia, Khrushchev told the delegates, was only one in the
series of costly errors that Stalin and Molotov had made after 1945. In a startling
assertion, the first secretary suggested that these errors may have helped to
trigger the Cold War. ‘‘We started the Korean war and even now still have to
sort things out.’’ ‘‘Who needed that war?’’ asked Khrushchev rhetorically. Khru-
shchev’s impromptu barb was so provocative that it was edited out of the printed
version of the plenum transcripts.≤∫

At the plenum, Molotov was deposed as an authority in foreign a√airs, al-
though he remained the foreign minister until June 1956. From now on the
mantle of senior statesman passed to Khrushchev. For a while, Khrushchev still
felt uncertain about this new role and sought to share responsibility with others.
The delegation to the Geneva summit of four great powers in July 1955 consisted
of Bulganin as the formal head, Khrushchev, Molotov, and Zhukov. Publicly they
behaved as a group of equals. Eisenhower and other Western politicians, how-
ever, quickly figured out that Khrushchev was the real boss. From now on they
knew whom the West should talk to in the Kremlin.

‘‘new foreign policy’’

The Kremlin oligarchs observed the world through the lenses inherited from
Stalin. Like Stalin, they felt inferior and insecure in relation to the United States.
From their vantage point, the Americans were busy encircling the ussr with
military bases and installing pro-American regimes (the coup of August 1953 in
Iran that removed Dr. Mohammad Mossadeq from power was just one example).
They also knew that John Foster Dulles hoped that the unrelenting pressure on
the ussr after Stalin’s death would ‘‘lead to disintegration’’ of Soviet domination
over the countries of Central Europe.≤Ω Troyanovsky recalled that ‘‘Khrushchev
constantly feared that the United States would compel the Soviet Union and its
allies to retreat in some region of the world.’’≥≠

At the same time, the new leaders drew di√erent conclusions from their obser-
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vations. Khrushchev, Molotov, Malenkov, and other oligarchs recognized what
Stalin, in his hubris, could not. From the Berlin blockade to the Korean War,
Soviet policies created fears of a Soviet blitzkrieg among Western Europeans and
thus laid the foundation for nato. Now the Soviet leaders wanted to dismantle
this foundation, reduce anti-Soviet fears among the middle classes of Western
Europe, and encourage pacifist elements within nato member countries.

The failure of Molotov’s diplomacy during 1954 triggered a rethinking of Soviet
international behavior in the Kremlin. After a majority of Communists and Gaull-
ists in the French Assembly wrecked the plans for the ‘‘European Army’’ (Euro-
pean Defense Community), nato members agreed on November 23, 1954, in
Paris to accept West Germany as a new member. This move firmly anchored West
Germany in the Western alliance. The need for a new foreign policy in Europe
became evident to the Kremlin leadership.≥∞ The incomplete record of the Kremlin
discussions, recorded by Vladimir Malin, head of the Central Committee General
Department, indicates that the new foreign policy began as the ad hoc e√ort of the
collective leadership to correct the mistakes of Stalin’s course. Later, however, it
developed its own momentum and conceptual foundations. Andrei Alexandrov-
Agentov, a veteran diplomat, recalled that Khrushchev, Mikoyan, and Malenkov
were ‘‘the initiators of revision of Stalinist traditions in foreign policy and creation
of an approach to new world problems that was innovative to a certain degree.’’≥≤

According to Alexandrov-Agentov, a new approach ‘‘consisted of three main
elements: to prop up to the maximum and tie to the Soviet Union the ‘people’s
democracies’ of Eastern and Central Europe; to create, wherever possible, a
neutral bu√er between the two opposing military political blocs; and to gradually
establish economic and other more or less normal forms of peaceful cooperation
with the nato countries.’’≥≥ Khrushchev, as many Western leaders feared, aimed
at undermining nato and ultimately forcing the United States to withdraw from
Europe. Later, in February 1960, at the Presidium, Khrushchev would admit that
this was his ‘‘dearest dream.’’≥∂ In pursuit of the first objective of the ‘‘new
foreign policy,’’ the Kremlin created the Warsaw Treaty Organization in May
1955. Just as nato provided legitimacy for the presence of American troops in
Western Europe, the new organization gave the Soviet Union an additional rea-
son to station Soviet troops in Eastern Europe.≥∑ As events in Hungary soon
demonstrated, the new bloc was a useful framework for justifying Soviet military
invasion of an ‘‘allied’’ country in order to ‘‘save’’ a Communist regime within its
boundaries. The Soviets appeared to be acting not only in their own interests but
also in the interests of the entire alliance. Most immediately, in the light of the
forthcoming pullout of Soviet troops from Austria, the treaty validated the de-
ployment of Soviet troops in Hungary and Rumania.
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The concept of neutrality emerged from the Presidium discussions on the Aus-
trian state treaty in March–April 1955, the first successful gamble in the Krem-
lin’s new foreign policy.≥∏ Reconciliation with Yugoslavia, while pursuing the goal
of returning this country to the Soviet camp, also had the immediate purpose of
the ‘‘preventing of further expansion of the zone of nato in Europe.’’≥π Specifi-
cally, this meant encouraging the neutral status of Sweden and Finland and
ruining U.S. plans to create a so-called Balkan pact, involving Yugoslavia, Greece,
and Turkey. From these specific cases, the Kremlin moved to the idea of promot-
ing neutrality at large, o√ering Western Europe a substitute for U.S. protection
and the idea of a pan-European system of security and cooperation.

The aims of the new foreign policy grew out of the revolutionary-imperial
paradigm, but they were significantly more flexible than Stalin’s policy. Aside
from a new tolerance for neutrality, there was a new stake in economic coopera-
tion and trade. Stalin was obsessed with keeping the Soviet Union closed to
Western influences and preferred autarky and isolation to economic and trade
ties with Western countries.≥∫ The collective leadership, above all Mikoyan, who
was responsible for foreign trade, believed that Stalin had been mistaken. They
returned to the idea drawn from the arsenal of Bolshevik diplomacy in the 1920s,
when Soviet leaders had regarded trade deals with various capitalist countries as
the way to both obtain vital investments and technologies and acquire the sup-
port of big business in improving political relations. Many in the Presidium
expected that crowds of capitalists would stand in line at the doors of Soviet
embassies in Washington, Paris, London, Bonn, and Tokyo.≥Ω

Other favorite tools of the new foreign policy were ‘‘public diplomacy’’ and the
propaganda of disarmament. Public diplomacy involved authorized trips of Soviet
artists, scientists, writers, musicians, and journalists to Western countries, with
the aim of dispelling anti-Communist notions about the Soviet Union as a totali-
tarian society. When Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders began to go abroad,
starting with the trip to Yugoslavia in May 1955, they traveled, in an apt phrase of
David Caute, ‘‘like Renaissance princes, accompanied by a retinue of performers
—ballerinas, singers, and pianists were taken along.’’ The Presidium decided to
invite world youth to a festival in Moscow, to see how friendly, peaceful, and open
Soviet society was.∂≠ The collective leadership also went much further than Sta-
lin’s propagandist measures on disarmament and, in comparison with Stalin,
expected much more from their new initiatives. In May 1955, to the surprise of
many, the Soviet Union agreed to lower the levels of conventional forces in Europe
and to establish a system of inspection at military checkpoints (railroads, air-
ports, and so on) to reduce fears of a surprise conventional attack.∂∞ In the short
term, these initiatives pushed the United States to revise its own position and
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start negotiating with the Soviets. In the longer term, the Presidium set the far-
reaching goal of changing the image of the Soviet threat in the West.

The transformation of Soviet foreign policy in 1955 was part of the de-
Stalinization process. But it would be simplistic to portray its origins as simply
the struggle between friends and foes of Stalin’s legacy. Changes in foreign and
domestic policies stemmed, above all, from the new external and domestic situa-
tion after Stalin’s death.∂≤ On the eve of the Twentieth Party Congress, the Pre-
sidium sought to put all the elements of a new foreign policy together. Instead of
Stalin’s doctrine on the inevitability of war, the members decided to promote a
new worldview in which the capitalist world would coexist with and peacefully
compete against the Soviet Union and its allies. Their main thesis was that the
new foreign policy would help persuade the Western ‘‘petty bourgeoisie’’ and
other ‘‘vacillating elements’’ of the Soviet Union’s peaceful intentions. Malen-
kov, a coauthor of this policy, spoke with satisfaction that ‘‘the system of peace
forces has been strengthened.’’ The head of the Party Control Committee, Nikolai
Shvernik, summed it up: ‘‘During one year we did a great job. We persuaded the
masses that we do not want war.’’∂≥

Party elites and powerful bureaucracies applauded the new foreign policy.
Still, the collective leadership could not count on their automatic support. As the
July 1955 plenum showed, the issues of foreign policy once again became, just as
in the political struggles of the 1920s, linked to the broader issues of ideological
legitimacy. Khrushchev, Molotov, Malenkov, and other potentates had to explain
and defend their foreign policy choices at meetings with the party elites.

The theme of a ‘‘great Russian state’’ retained a major appeal to ethnic Rus-
sians among the party and state functionaries. In contrast, the architects of the
new foreign policy began to reemphasize the internationalist themes of ‘‘unity of
working people’’ and ‘‘fraternal solidarity,’’ popular in the days of Comintern and
eclipsed during Stalin’s reign. Khrushchev’s beliefs, and also his temperament,
had a lot to do with the weakening of Russo-centric chauvinism and the re-
introduction of ideological romanticism into Soviet foreign policy. Unlike Sta-
lin’s mind, Khrushchev’s mind was not pessimistic and evil; he was not obsessed
with worst-case scenarios. Khrushchev believed that the Russian Revolution was
about bringing happiness and equality to the working masses, not about recreat-
ing the Russo-centric empire under a new guise. Stalin evoked the images of
Russian czars, great statesmen, and warriors as his peers. In contrast, Khru-
shchev often compared himself to the Jewish boy Pinya, from his favorite story,
an underdog who escaped all pitfalls to become a leader.∂∂

Khrushchev was not educated enough to be ideologically dogmatic, like Mo-
lotov. It is doubtful that he ever read Lenin’s works on imperialism that had so
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shaped the perceptions of his opponent. The arguments he used in foreign pol-
icy discussions lacked structure and logic: Khrushchev’s speechwriters usually
had to completely rewrite his speeches, removing earthy and erratic pronounce-
ments. At the same time, Khrushchev was a genuine and passionate believer in
the global victory of Communism. He expected that the combination of Soviet
state power and revolutionary means would help to bury world capitalism. As a
revolutionary romantic, he rejected Stalin’s cautious Eurasian imperialism. For
him the entire world was ripe for Communism.

Stalin’s diplomacy cynically exploited the Communist faith and those who
shared it for his goal of expanding his power and empire. Stalin paid lip service to
‘‘proletarian solidarity’’ and ‘‘Communist brotherhood.’’ Khrushchev, by con-
trast, believed in social justice and a Communist paradise on earth, the solidarity
of workers and peasants around the world, and the obligation of the ussr to
support the struggle of colonized peoples for independence. He took seriously
the moral and ideological capital the Soviet Union had gained in the struggle
against Nazism. And he was dismayed by Stalin’s naked imperialist policies since
1945, especially with regard to Turkey, Iran, and China. Although Khrushchev
firmly believed that the Soviet Union was entitled to maintain a military presence
in Central Europe, he felt that Stalin’s crude pressure on Poland, Hungary, and
other countries in the region had hurt the Communist cause there and compro-
mised local Communist parties.∂∑

Khrushchev o√ered simple solutions to complex foreign policy issues and
expressed them in the language of the Bolshevized worker, the salt of the party,
who rose to its highest position. This initially increased his appeal to many in
the nomenklatura who were the children of peasants and workers and became
khoziaistvenniki (economic managers) in the enormous state apparatus. These
simple solutions, however, would create many problems for the Soviet Union,
when the new and bombastic leader appeared on the international stage. When
this happened, Khrushchev would find it increasingly di≈cult to sell his global
and romantic version of the revolutionary-imperial paradigm to the skeptical and
cautious party and state elites.

the geneva test

Khrushchev had always returned to Eisenhower’s speech of April 1953 in which
the U.S. president addressed Stalin’s successors with an appeal to part with
Stalin’s ways. The Presidium portrayed the speech as an ultimatum, but Khru-
shchev remembered ‘‘four conditions’’ set forth by President Eisenhower—truce
in Korea, settlement on Austria, return of German and Japanese POWs from
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Soviet camps, and steps to curb the arms race.∂∏ By the summer of 1955, from the
viewpoint of the Soviet leadership, they had met Eisenhower’s terms in Korea and
Austria and had introduced much more far-reaching disarmament initiatives
than had Washington.

Significantly, the settlement of the German Question was not among the
American conditions. The Western powers did not expect any agreement on
German reunification; they moved, however, to exploit the theme of German
reunification more e√ectively. Since early 1954, the British had advanced the Eden
Plan. Its essence was that free elections should determine the government in the
unified Germany.∂π The Kremlin politicians rejected the Eden Plan, although this
hurt their propaganda purposes in Germany and nato countries. Since Beria’s
arrest, the idea of German reunification, especially according to Western blue-
prints, had become unthinkable in Moscow. The Soviet leaders, briefed by intel-
ligence analysts, knew that the U.S. administration was not ready for serious
negotiations.∂∫ They hoped, however, to split nato ranks, by reaching out to
Great Britain and France. The French government in particular, distracted by the
colonial war in Algeria, became seriously interested in improving relations with
the Soviet Union.∂Ω

The major goal of Khrushchev and his comrades at the summit in Geneva was
to find out if the Eisenhower administration had on its mind a war against the
Soviet Union. For Presidium members, the surprise Nazi attack on June 22, 1941,
was the largest trauma of their lives. They could not a√ord again to misread the
enemy’s intentions. Another goal was to demonstrate to the U.S. leadership that
they would not be intimidated by nuclear blackmail and other kinds of pressure.
At Khrushchev’s suggestion, Marshal Georgy Zhukov joined the delegation on
the assumption that he and Eisenhower, the two military leaders who liked and
respected each other (Eisenhower even invited Zhukov to the United States in
1945, but Stalin said no), would be able to have a frank talk. In Geneva, Khru-
shchev and Zhukov did their best to make one major point to Eisenhower: West-
ern views of the failure of the post-Stalin leadership were false; the new leader-
ship sat firmly in the saddle and had more unity and support than ever before.∑≠

The Eisenhower administration had conflicting priorities. As historian Rich-
ard Immerman concludes, John Foster Dulles’s ‘‘agenda for the summit was not
to settle outstanding problems of war and peace, but to lay the foundation for
future progress toward the retraction or rollback of Soviet power.’’ The secretary
of state explained his big idea, which was ‘‘to get the Russians out of the satellite
states. . . . Now for the first time this is in the realm of possibility.’’ Eisenhower,
as new evidence reveals, held a di√erent priority: to attempt to control nuclear
armaments.∑∞ The Eisenhower administration faced the need to reconsider its
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long-term policy of resistance to any top-level contacts with any Communist
leaders. As John Foster Dulles noted ruefully after the Geneva summit, ‘‘We never
wanted to go to Geneva, but the pressure of people of the world forced us
to do so.’’∑≤

The Kremlin delegation arrived in Geneva in July 1955 in a state of excitement
and uneasiness. Khrushchev and his comrades were in fear of being ‘‘ambushed’’
by unexpected Western initiatives. According to Georgy Kornienko, a veteran of
the Committee of Information, an analytical division at the Foreign Ministry, a
group of the committee experts flew to Geneva with the Soviet delegation and
throughout the meeting worked closely with all branches of Soviet intelligence
services, supplying the Soviet delegation with fresh intercepts of communica-
tions from the other side and helping in their interpretation.∑≥

Still, a dramatic unveiling of Eisenhower’s ‘‘Open Skies,’’ a proposal to allow
plane reconnaissance overflights to reduce mutual fear of nuclear war, took the
Soviet delegation by surprise. President Eisenhower, concerned with the runaway
dynamics of the nuclear arms race, regarded this proposal as a chance ‘‘to open a
tiny gate in the disarmament fence.’’ In 1955, however, neither the American nor
the Soviet leadership was ready to implement this idea. Bulganin, as the Ameri-
cans noted, reacted with interest, but Khrushchev quickly dismissed Open Skies
as a ‘‘blatant espionage ploy.’’∑∂

The troika of Khrushchev, Bulganin, and Zhukov left the conference without
any agreements, yet with big sighs of relief. They came away with the conviction
that they could manage relations with capitalist great powers as well as Stalin had,
perhaps even better. Western leaders at the summit did not manage to intimidate
or disorient them. It was also key that Eisenhower talked to them without con-
descension, almost as if they were equal partners. American sources prove the
correctness of the latter assessment.∑∑ Khrushchev concluded that Eisenhower
was a relaxed, benign, and not particularly impressive fellow who delegated
foreign a√airs to his secretary of state, John Foster Dulles. Other Soviet observers
shared this perception.∑∏ The Eisenhower-Zhukov informal talks confirmed the
Soviet leaders’ impression that the U.S. president was afraid of nuclear war.∑π

The ‘‘spirit of Geneva’’ after the summit brought hopes for European détente.
But the commitment of the Kremlin oligarchy to the revolutionary-imperial para-
digm provided no basis for agreement between the ussr and the United States.
While demonstrating to the world their readiness for the confidence-building
measures to promote disarmament, the Kremlin and the military top brass never
intended to carry out these promises. Before advancing these disarmament initia-
tives, the Presidium confidentially informed the Chinese Communist leadership
that there was no danger that Western controllers would inundate the Soviet
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secret installations, because the ‘‘Anglo-American bloc will not agree to eliminate
atomic weapons and to ban the production of these weapons.’’ By November
1955, the ‘‘spirit of Geneva’’ was already fading. Molotov, still Soviet foreign
minister, rejected any proposals to broaden Soviet contacts with the outside
world as ‘‘interference in internal a√airs.∑∫

The failure of the Geneva summit to reach agreement on German unity meant
that the division of Germany would remain a source of instability and insecurity
in Europe. Even before the summit, West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer,
reacting to public pressure after West Germany joined nato and the Austrian
State Treaty was signed, proposed coming to Moscow after the Geneva talks for
separate negotiations. In September 1955, Adenauer, along with a large delega-
tion, came to Moscow and conducted strenuous and emotional talks with the
Kremlin leadership. The talks resulted in the establishment of West German–
Soviet diplomatic relations and the release of the last German POWs. Imme-
diately afterward, the Soviet leadership invited the gdr’s prime minister, Otto
Grotewohl, to Moscow to sign a bilateral treaty that boosted even further the
sovereignty of the East German regime.∑Ω

This looked like a smart diplomatic move. But the Soviet leadership was
driving itself into a corner from which it could not emerge without losing face.
Soviet insistence on permanent division of Germany gave Ulbricht, who was
emerging as an unchallenged leader of the gdr, an ever-greater leverage on
Soviet policy.∏≠ Also, the Kremlin put itself in danger of appearing as an opponent
of German reunification. Understanding this danger, Molotov proposed in No-
vember 1955 that the Soviet line on German talks should accept the basics of the
Eden Plan. In return for Soviet agreement to hold universal and free elections in
all of Germany, Molotov told the Presidium that the Western powers would have
to repeal West Germany’s membership in nato and establish the All-German
Council for implementation of reunification. They would also have to agree,
together with the Soviet Union, to withdraw all foreign troops from both German
states within three months. Molotov argued that the Western powers would never
agree to such a proposal, because it involved a great challenge to nato’s unity. At
the same time, he argued, this would restore Soviet face among Germans.∏∞

Molotov’s argument made sense, but Khrushchev killed his proposal. In Khru-
shchev’s opinion, the Eisenhower administration might call the Soviet blu√ and
‘‘could agree to withdrawal of troops.’’ Also, the Western powers could interpret
the shift of the Soviet position as a victory for their ‘‘position of strength.’’ And,
most important, the gdr Communists would say: ‘‘You are betraying us.’’ Khru-
shchev, supported by the rest of the Presidium, confidently predicted that the
Soviets could achieve two goals simultaneously: preservation of the socialist East
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Germany and the destabilization of nato. This episode demonstrated once again
that the gdr, once an instrument of Soviet goals in Europe, had become a major
Soviet asset and not available for bargaining.∏≤

The summit in Geneva, Khrushchev recalled later, ‘‘convinced us once again
that there was not any sort of prewar situation in existence at that time, and our
enemies were afraid of us in the same way as we were afraid of them.’’ The
Kremlin rulers concluded that Soviet diplomacy had shaken the American leader-
ship out of its comfortable position of superiority and forced the Americans to
come to the negotiating table. This conclusion emboldened Khrushchev and his
colleagues, contrary to their initial desires to pursue a cautious defensive course
and to take the o√ensive outside the major theaters of the Cold War. By the fall of
1955, this would result in a major Soviet gamble in the Arab Middle East.

supporting radical allies

Stalin had failed to formulate any coherent policy in the Middle East. In January
1953, at the peak of the ‘‘Kremlin doctors’ a√air,’’ Stalin broke diplomatic rela-
tions with Israel; at that time, he probably planned to use the bogus issue of a
‘‘Zionist conspiracy’’ as a pretext for a gigantic purge.∏≥ From 1949 to 1954, the
o≈cial Soviet position was that the Arab countries of the Middle East, as well as
Turkey and Iran, were ruled by reactionary regimes and were the pawns in the
British-American struggle for the Middle East. Some Soviet experts and diplo-
mats wanted the Kremlin to support Arab opposition to American attempts to
create an anti-Soviet bloc in the region but did not dare to speak against the
o≈cial line. After Stalin’s death, the o≈cial estimation of the Arab nationalist
regimes did not change; diplomatic correspondence and secret memoranda for
the Presidium called Egypt’s leader, General Muhammad Naguib, and his suc-
cessor, General Gamal Abdel Nasser, ‘‘enemies,’’ and even ‘‘fascists,’’ despite
their nonaligned positions in the Cold War. According to the Committee of
Information’s analysis in March 1954, Nasser used the threat of possible rap-
prochement with the Soviet Union as a means to blackmail the British into
concessions on the control of the Suez Canal.∏∂ Similar views led Moscow to
rebu√ the approaches from the prime minister of Iran, Mohammad Mossadeq, in
1952 and 1953, which probably cost the Soviet Union a chance of improving
relations with that country.∏∑

The struggle against Molotov and the search for spectacular achievements led
Khrushchev and his supporters to rediscover the potential of Arab nationalism in
the Middle East. In July 1955, immediately after the devastating criticism of
Molotov at the Party Plenum, the Presidium sent Khrushchev’s new favorite
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Central Committee secretary, Dmitry Shepilov, on a reconnaissance mission to
the Middle East. Shepilov met Nasser and invited him to Moscow; he also began
to establish friendly relations with leaders of other Arab states who refused
to join the Western blocs. Shepilov came back to Moscow from the Middle
East convinced that the region had great potential for another ‘‘peace o√ensive’’
against the Western powers. Andrei Sakharov and other nuclear designers hap-
pened to be invited to the Presidium on the day that it discussed Shepilov’s
report. An o≈cial explained that the leaders were discussing a decisive change of
principles of Soviet policy on the Middle East: ‘‘From now on we will support the
Arab nationalists. The longer-term target is the destruction of the established
relations of the Arabs with Europe and the United States, creation of the ‘oil
crisis’—this will generate problems for Europe and will make it more dependent
on us.’’∏∏ In the midst of the strategic stalemate in Europe and the Far East, this
region provided a new outlet for the Kremlin’s renewed optimism and ideologi-
cal romanticism.

The consequences of this policy turn were immediate. The languishing
Egyptian-Czechoslovak talks on the sale of arms rapidly came to a successful
conclusion, and a flood of Soviet-designed Czechoslovak weaponry streamed
into Egypt and Syria. Moscow supplied Egypt with half a million tons of oil and
agreed to provide atomic energy technology. To no avail, concerned Western and
Israeli o≈cials tried to remonstrate against new Soviet policies publicly and
privately.∏π The struggle between Moscow and the West for the Arab Middle East
was beginning: in the next two decades, it would generate an unprecedented
arms race in the region and produce three wars. In the immediate future, Mos-
cow would be triumphant and destroy Western plans of containment on the
southern flank of the Soviet Union. At the same time, as in the case of the gdr,
heavy Soviet investment in its Arab clients would turn Egypt and Syria into major
assets, similar to East Germany, that the Kremlin could not a√ord to lose. The
Middle Eastern venture began as a geopolitical gamble, but it ended as a contrib-
uting factor to the Soviet imperial overstretch of the 1970s.

As the Soviets were making a breakthrough in the Middle East, they were seeking
to strengthen their alliance with China. Sino-Soviet relations remained a crucial
aspect of Soviet foreign policy. The Sino-Soviet Alliance of February 1950 made
Soviet foreign policy resemble that of Imperial Russia’s eagle, looking both
westward and eastward. After Stalin’s death, the Kremlin no longer could or
wanted to treat Chinese leaders as junior partners. The Presidium leaders com-
peted among themselves in reaching out to Beijing. Their first success was to
procure an invitation for a People’s Republic of China (prc) delegation to the
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Geneva conference on Indochina in May–July 1954. At the conference, Zhou Enlai
shared the table with representatives of the United States, France, Great Britain,
and the Soviet Union. Molotov treated the Chinese with pointed respect; he and
other Soviet leaders considered it a major aim of Kremlin diplomacy to return
China to the club of great powers.∏∫ In September and October 1954, Khrushchev
became the first leader of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (cpsu) to
travel to the prc. It was a mutually advantageous encounter: Khrushchev ac-
quired the ammunition to wrest the mantle of statesman from Malenkov and
Molotov; the Chinese leaders obtained much-needed political and economic sup-
port from Moscow at a time when Beijing was coming into confrontation with
Taiwan’s Nationalists over the o√shore islands.∏Ω

Khrushchev believed that he did everything necessary to put the Sino-Soviet
relations on a steady course. He finally fulfilled Stalin’s promise to return all
Soviet assets in Manchuria to China (that is, joint companies, the Soviet base in
Port Arthur, and the railroad). He rejected bureaucratic objections to the gen-
erous terms of Soviet assistance to the prc. Historian Odd Arne Westad called
Soviet assistance to China in 1954–59 the ‘‘Soviet Union’s Marshall Plan.’’ The
assistance equaled 7 percent of Soviet national income for that period. Thou-
sands of Soviet experts worked in China, helping the Chinese to modernize their
industry, create a basis for modern science and technology, and build educational
and health systems. By August 1956, the Soviets were sending to China most of
the new industrial equipment they were producing, at the expense of their own
economic plans. A romantic view of Sino-Soviet relations as being ‘‘truly fra-
ternal’’ and based on common, rather than national, interests spread among
Soviet elites. The Presidium even decided to help the Chinese create their own
atomic program. Subsequently, Soviet nuclear labs received instructions to help
the Chinese build a uranium bomb and even provide them with a functional
prototype.π≠

The Kremlin reacted with uneasiness to Beijing’s intentions to ‘‘liberate’’
Taiwan during the Taiwan crisis (August 1954–April 1955). The Kremlin poten-
tates had learned the lessons of the Korean War. Another war in the Far East
would have derailed Soviet plans in Europe and, more ominously, drawn the
Soviet Union into a conflict with the United States at a time when American
strategic nuclear forces could reach and destroy any target in the Soviet Union—
and Soviet forces still had nothing with which to retaliate.π∞ Nevertheless, the
desire to strengthen the Sino-Soviet Alliance was so strong in the Kremlin that
Soviet leaders o√ered political, economic, and military support to the prc dur-
ing the Taiwan crisis. At the Geneva summit, the Soviet delegation appealed to
Eisenhower to move toward a peace settlement with the prc.π≤
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On the surface, Sino-Soviet relations flourished. Underneath, however, they
already contained the seeds of an eventual split. The Chinese supported the idea
of the Warsaw Pact but were meaningfully silent on other elements of Soviet
diplomacy, especially the reconciliation with Tito.π≥ In the eyes of the Chinese
leadership, the Kremlin still played the role of the senior partner, and they wanted
‘‘equal relations.’’ Historian Chen Jian believes that Beijing’s pursuit of an elusive
‘‘equality’’ in reality reflected a Chinese mentality of superiority.π∂ It meant that
whatever the new Soviet leadership did, nothing could satisfy the Chinese allies.
Mao Ze-dong, in particular, was inclined to challenge Soviet supremacy in the
Communist world and to advocate confronting ‘‘American imperialism’’ as the
truly revolutionary alternative to détente diplomacy.π∑ At the same time, at the end
of April 1955, Zhou Enlai took part in the Bandung conference of Asian countries
in Indonesia, at which the prc rea≈rmed its allegiance to the declaration on
Pancha Shila, the five principles of peaceful coexistence borrowed from Buddhist
moral code (India’s prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, began to refer to them in
1952, and they became the basis of the Indian-Chinese talks in June 1954). In
retrospect, the new Chinese policy was a rival’s response to the new Soviet
foreign policy.

the year of crises

Khrushchev’s attack on Stalin in a secret speech at the Twentieth Congress of the
cpsu on February 25, 1956, opened the last and most dramatic stage of the
succession struggle. New archival access has allowed historians to study the
internal politics surrounding this extraordinary event.π∏ Egged on by the first
secretary, the Presidium commission for rehabilitation of Stalin’s victims pre-
pared the memoranda on Stalin’s repressions. The facts collected by the commis-
sion contained in the archives give a graphic picture of the murder of the Bolshe-
vik Old Guard on Stalin’s orders; no wonder that even determined Stalinists in
the Presidium and the Secretariat were shocked to the core, including Pyotr
Pospelov, the head of the commission.ππ Still, Molotov, Kaganovich, and Voro-
shilov spoke against presenting these findings to the Congress. Khrushchev
disarmed his opponents by threatening to appeal to the Congress delegates. And
he resorted to the device that had helped him in the past against Malenkov and
Molotov: he convened the plenum and obtained from the unsuspecting delegates
a formal authorization for the special report on Stalin.π∫ The commission memo-
randum did not satisfy Khrushchev, and as the Congress was already in progress,
he continued to work on his Stalin speech. When Khrushchev finally read the
speech, he improvised; and his improvisations, according to the accounts of
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witnesses, were more emotional and categorical than the prepared text. Khru-
shchev could not abide half-measures: once he decided to destroy Stalin’s cult, he
began to hack it to pieces. When he saw resistance, he bulldozed it.πΩ

For a while, it seemed that the politics of de-Stalinization and the new foreign
policy reinforced each other. A good example is the rapid rise of Dmitry Shepilov,
who in June 1956 replaced Molotov as foreign minister. Shepilov quickly rose
from the position of editor of Pravda to the post of Central Committee secretary.
He helped Khrushchev to edit his secret speech. Shepilov had what Khrushchev
lacked: education, erudition, a good pen, and knowledge of Marxist literature.
The first secretary expected him to represent abroad the new face of Soviet
diplomacy in the spirit of dialogue, compromise, and a relaxation of tensions.

Until that moment, the struggle between Khrushchev and Molotov compli-
cated the day-to-day functions of Soviet foreign policy. Even after the July 1955
plenum, Foreign Ministry o≈cials remained caught between the hammer of
Molotov and the anvil of Khrushchev. Their ideas and proposals served as the
weapons in the clash between the foreign minister and the first secretary, and as a
result these proposals ended up being sacrificed, mutilated, and delayed.∫≠ This
disastrous mingling of politics and personal rivalry with the process of foreign
policy decision making seemed to have disappeared after Molotov’s removal.
According to Shepilov’s own recollection, Khrushchev treated him with respect
and a√orded him complete trust.∫∞

Shepilov’s arrival at the Foreign Ministry made Soviet foreign policy more
responsive to the advice of experts and created a chance to reform the ministry’s
ossified structure. Stalin and Molotov had cut o√ the diplomatic bureaucracy
from the real business of foreign policy making. Diplomats and Foreign Ministry
o≈cials lived in fear of ‘‘contamination’’ from suspicious contacts with for-
eigners. Soviet journalists and writers who visited the Soviet un Mission in New
York in 1955 reported that Soviet diplomats reminded them of ‘‘hermit crabs’’:
they avoided any contacts with the representatives of the country on which they
were supposed to report. Shepilov, adept at a more interactive, democratic style of
leadership, encouraged change.∫≤

But the change was short-lived. Khrushchev did not want a strong, indepen-
dent-minded foreign minister. This became clear during the Middle Eastern
crisis provoked by the decision of Egypt’s leader, Nasser, to nationalize the Suez
Canal. In early August 1956, the Presidium sent Shepilov to an international
conference in London to discuss this issue. Initially, Khrushchev advocated cau-
tion in a speech at the Presidium. Instead of an aggressive, tough stand against
Great Britain and France, the owners of the canal, the first secretary advocated a
‘‘soft, objective and deeply analytical’’ approach. Supported by Zhukov, Malenkov,
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Bulganin, and others, Khrushchev suggested that the Soviet Union should assure
the Western powers about its intentions: there were no plans ‘‘to swallow Egypt
and to capture the Suez canal.’’ The Soviet Union, Khrushchev suggested, should
indicate its interest ‘‘only in the unimpeded movement of ships [in the canal].’’∫≥

At the conference, Shepilov carried out the moderate instructions and did
much to promote a joint U.S.-Soviet mediation in the crisis and avoid excessive
friction between the Soviet Union, on the one hand, and Britain and France on the
other. This, however, became more di≈cult later, when the Western powers
rejected Soviet initiatives. Khrushchev spontaneously shifted from moderation to
a hard line. The first secretary must have been tempted by the chance to teach Lon-
don and Paris a bitter lesson and demonstrate his solidarity with Nasser.∫∂ Shepi-
lov ignored Presidium instructions to denounce the Western countries for ‘‘bla-
tant pillage and high-way robbery.’’ Khrushchev was outraged by his protégé’s
show of independence. Speaking at the Presidium on August 27, 1956, Khru-
shchev characterized Shepilov’s initiative as ‘‘dangerous.’’∫∑ When war broke out
between Egypt and Great Britain, France, and Israel in late October, Khrushchev’s
pugnacity and ideological temptations would prevail over moderation. He would
use nuclear brinkmanship for the first time to dramatize a Soviet political pres-
ence in the Middle East.∫∏

Beginning in late summer 1956, Poland had become a hotbed of unrest in the
Soviet bloc. The collective leadership, despite the recent reconciliation with Tito’s
Yugoslavia, viewed the slogan, ‘‘Polish road to socialism,’’ as the beginning of
the end for the Warsaw Pact. In their internal discussions, the Presidium mem-
bers used the same language as Pravda used: ‘‘The [Western] imperialists’’ seek
‘‘to separate us,’’ using the language of national roads, ‘‘and defeat one by one.’’
With the aim of propping up the loyal Polish Communists, the Presidium agreed
to remove Soviet kgb advisers from Polish security organs and provide economic
assistance to the Polish state.∫π But the experience in the gdr in 1953 was fresh
on its mind.

The Kremlin’s concern turned into panic on October 19, 1956, when it learned
that the Polish Communists were convening a plenum, without any consultation
with Moscow, to replace Edward Ochab as their leader with Wladyslaw Gomulka,
who had been expelled from the Polish United Workers Party (puwp) (the Com-
munist Party of Poland) and imprisoned from 1951 to 1954 for ‘‘nationalist devia-
tions.’’ At the same time, the Polish leadership demanded that Soviet advisers in
the Polish army also leave, as well as Marshal Konstantin Rokossovsky, a Soviet
citizen of Polish descent who had been appointed by Stalin as Poland’s minister
of defense. Khrushchev and other Kremlin potentates immediately flew to War-
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saw and attempted to bully Gomulka and his Polish colleagues with tough words
and raw power, using the presence of Soviet troops on Polish soil. The Kremlin
delegation returned home on October 20 in an agitated mood. On that day, the
Presidium concluded that ‘‘the remaining solution is to terminate what is going
on in Poland.’’ The notes of Vladimir Malin at this point become especially
cryptic, but it is probable that the Kremlin rulers decided to take preliminary
steps to use Soviet troops and replace the Polish leadership. After Rokossovsky
was removed from the puwp Politburo, however, the collective leadership tem-
porized. Suddenly, Khrushchev suggested ‘‘tolerance’’ and admitted that ‘‘mili-
tary intervention, under the circumstances, must be cancelled.’’ The Presidium
unanimously agreed.∫∫

The main reason for this surprising change must have been Gomulka’s speech
at the plenum after the Kremlin delegation left Poland. He pledged to build
‘‘socialism’’ and fulfill obligations to the Warsaw Treaty Organization. Another
factor in the Kremlin’s change of heart was the reaction of the Chinese. The Poles
appealed to other Communist Party leaders, above all to the Chinese leaders,
begging them to intercede and prevent an impending Soviet invasion. Later, after
the fact, Mao Ze-dong asserted that ‘‘the ccp categorically rejected the Soviet
proposal [for intervention] and attempted to put forward the Chinese position
directly by immediately sending a delegation to Moscow with Liu Shaoqi at its
head.’’ At an urgent meeting of the ccp Politburo, Mao Ze-dong blamed the crisis
in Poland on the tendency toward ‘‘big-power chauvinism’’ in Moscow. Imme-
diately after the meeting, he asked Soviet ambassador Pavel Yudin to convey
China’s opposition to military intervention to Khrushchev.∫Ω

On October 23, Budapest and the rest of Hungary rose up against the Communist
regime. In view of the apparent danger, the collective leadership closed its ranks
and acted by consensus. Still, the old political and personal rifts were not com-
pletely gone. Advocates of de-Stalinization and the new foreign policy had good
reasons to oppose direct Soviet military intervention in Hungary because it
undermined Soviet e√orts to sell its new peaceful image to the West beginning in
1955. Molotov, Kaganovich, and Voroshilov clearly blamed these policies and
Khrushchev personally for what was happening. Since the Presidium continued
to act by consensus, the rifts within it could not lead to open splits. Khrushchev’s
supporters and even Khrushchev himself shifted their positions depending on
the direction and framework of the debates. Like the discussions on the German
Question in the spring and summer of 1953, the decision-making process on
Hungary was in turmoil, reflecting the complexity of the situation as well as the
personal and political calculations of the Kremlin politicians. On October 26,
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both supporters and secret enemies of Khrushchev in the Presidium approved the
introduction of Soviet troops into Budapest. On October 30, the Presidium,
however, switched to the policy of negotiations and authorized a declaration on
new principles guiding Soviet relations ‘‘with other socialist countries.’’Ω≠

Foreign observers had long considered this declaration a perfidious trick on
the part of Moscow, but historians have recently learned that this declaration
resulted from the complex debates at the Presidium that ended with the decision
to forgo the use of military force in Hungary. The failure of the first indecisive use
of Soviet troops to extinguish the uprising in Budapest and the number of casual-
ties tipped the scales. From Budapest, Mikoyan, the Presidium special emissary,
defended the policy of negotiations and compromise with consistency and cour-
age. Mikhail Suslov, another emissary, was obliged to do the same. Zhukov and
Malenkov supported the withdrawal of troops.Ω∞

An unexpected factor in the Presidium discussion was pressure from a Chi-
nese delegation headed by Liu Shaoqi. The Chinese had come to Moscow on
October 23 to discuss the Polish question. Instead, the Chinese became kibitzers
on the Kremlin’s discussions about the Hungarian revolution. At first, Mao Ze-
dong, ignoring the realities in the streets of Budapest, instructed the delegation
in Moscow to oppose Soviet interference in Hungarian, as well as Polish, a√airs.
Amazingly, the Chinese suggested that the Soviet leadership should subscribe to
the Bandung conference’s principles of ‘‘peaceful coexistence’’ concerning rela-
tionships among Warsaw Pact countries. Apparently, Mao felt it was the oppor-
tune moment to teach the Soviets a lesson about their imperialist arrogance and
enhance the ccp’s central role in the Communist movement by mediating be-
tween the Soviets and their Eastern European satellites. Swayed by arguments
from his own supporters and the arguments of the Chinese Communists, Khru-
shchev proposed the policy of negotiations and the declaration based on the
Chinese proposal.Ω≤

The proposal to leave Hungary alone split the Presidium. Bulganin, Molotov,
Voroshilov, and Kaganovich defended the Soviet right to interfere in the a√airs of
‘‘fraternal parties.’’ This, of course, meant that Soviet military force could be used
to restore Communist regimes. Then Foreign Minister Shepilov delivered an
eloquent speech in favor of withdrawal. He said that the course of events revealed
‘‘the crisis in our relations with the countries of people’s democracy. Anti-Soviet
elements are widespread’’ in Central Europe, and, therefore, the declaration
should be only the first step toward ‘‘elimination of the elements of diktat’’ be-
tween the Soviet Union and other members of the Warsaw Pact. Zhukov, Ekaterina
Furtseva, and Matvei Saburov spoke one after another in favor of withdrawal.Ω≥
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The noninterventionist momentum was reversed on the following day, Octo-
ber 31, when the Presidium voted with the same unanimity to order Marshal Ivan
Konev to prepare for decisive military intervention in Hungary. Matvei Saburov
reminded the Presidium that the day before they had agreed that military inter-
vention in Hungary would ‘‘vindicate nato.’’ Molotov dryly countered that ‘‘yes-
terday’s decision was only a compromise,’’ and the rest of the Presidium mem-
bers spoke unanimously, overturning what they had said only twenty-four hours
earlier.Ω∂

Some scholars have attributed this startling flip-flop to external events, above
all, the reports of the gruesome lynching of Communists in Hungary, Gomulka’s
fears that the collapse of Communism in Hungary would cause Poland to be next,
and the Franco-British-Israeli aggression against Egypt. There was also a large
‘‘spillover’’ e√ect inside the Soviet Union itself: unrest in the Baltics and Western
Ukraine and student hunger strikes and demonstrations in Moscow, Leningrad,
and other cities. Trust in the leadership had fallen among intellectuals and other
social groups.Ω∑ All these developments and factors, however, had existed on the
previous day. The Franco-British declaration of war in Egypt was hardly a cause
for Khrushchev’s shift. On October 28, for example, the Soviet leader said about
the Suez crisis: ‘‘The English and French are stirring up trouble in Egypt. We
should not get caught in the same company.’’ In other words, he did not want for
the Soviet Union to be seen as an aggressive power, preparing an invasion of
another country. On October 31, however, Khrushchev gave a di√erent twist to
the same situation: ‘‘If we depart from Hungary, it will give a great boost to the
Americans, English, and French—the imperialists. To Egypt they will then add
Hungary.’’Ω∏ The decisive news that tipped the scales was the declaration by
the Hungarian leader Imre Nagy that his government had decided to remove
Hungary from the Warsaw Pact.

Khrushchev was in a terrible bind. He did not want to undermine his own
foreign policy and the new image of the Soviet Union. At the same time, he had
long feared that the Soviet Union might retreat from Central Europe and that then
his rivals in the collective leadership might gain the upper hand. He was probably
correct, since the majority of the party apparatus and the upper echelons of the
military believed that the radical de-Stalinization was Khrushchev’s great politi-
cal error.Ωπ On October 31, Khrushchev stole the thunder from his hard-line
critics who would have been at his throat had he ‘‘lost’’ Hungary. At the same
time, reacting to Molotov’s criticism of his unilateralist actions, Khrushchev
decided that military intervention could take place only if the leaders of the other
’’people’s democracies,’’ the Chinese Communists and Tito’s Yugoslavia, gave
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their consent to it. After a few days of trips and consultations, the military option
received unanimous support. On the morning of November 4, 1956, Marshal
Konev’s armies invaded Hungary.Ω∫

Mikoyan wrote in his memoirs that the Soviet intervention in Hungary ‘‘bur-
ied’’ the hopes for détente. Inside the Soviet Union, the process of liberalization
was replaced by a wave of arrests and expulsions of students, workers, and
intellectuals. The first secretary came out of the crisis looking almost like a lame
duck. During the Presidium discussions on Hungary in early November, Khru-
shchev was unusually silent. When he attempted, as he often did, to pick on
Molotov, the latter dressed him down: ‘‘You should stop bossing us.’’ΩΩ The
Chinese leadership also began to speak to the Soviets with much greater authority
than before. According to the Chinese version of events, the intervention of the
prc saved Poland from Soviet invasion but then gave resolve to a vacillating
Khrushchev in his determination to restore ‘‘socialism’’ in Hungary.∞≠≠ After the
Soviet invasion of Hungary, Zhou Enlai made a tour of Central Europe and then
came to Moscow on January 18, 1957. Zhou lectured Khrushchev on three mis-
takes: the lack of an all-round analysis, the lack of self-criticism, and the lack
of consultation with the fraternal countries. He left with the opinion that the
Kremlin leadership was lacking in sophistication and political maturity.∞≠∞

Khrushchev, from his position of weakness, needed Mao’s friendship and
tolerated the new Chinese role. At the meeting with Zhou Enlai, he caved in to
Chinese criticism. At a reception in the Chinese embassy, he invited all Com-
munists ‘‘to learn from Stalin how to fight.’’ Later Molotov recalled with sar-
casm: ‘‘When comrade Zhou Enlai came, we began to rhapsodize that everyone
should be such a Communist as Stalin was; but when Zhou Enlai left, we stopped
saying it.’’∞≠≤

Molotov, who believed that ‘‘Titoists’’ would never be reliable friends and
allies, must have had a bittersweet feeling when Soviet-Yugoslav relations soured
again after the rapprochement of 1955. Although Tito supported the Soviet deci-
sion to intervene in Hungary and the removal of the Hungarian leader Imre Nagy
from political life, he felt embarrassed, when—almost by accident—Nagy and his
comrades ended up hiding in the Yugoslav embassy in Budapest. Tito, valuing
Yugoslavia’s independent international reputation, refused to hand over Nagy to
the Soviets. A shrill altercation between Tito and the Kremlin leaders ensued.
Then, in his speech at Pula on November 11, 1956, Tito spoke about ‘‘systemic
causes’’ of Stalinism, blaming the Hungarian tragedy in part on the conservative
forces in the cpsu. He also said that Communist parties could now be cate-
gorized as either Stalinist or non-Stalinist. This speech enraged Khrushchev,
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who would refer to it for years as ‘‘treasonous and despicable.’’ The Presidium
voted to allow the public ideological polemics with Tito to appear in the pages of
Pravda. The situation did not improve, when the kgb managed to lure Nagy and
his associates out of the Yugoslav embassy, arrest them, and place them under
custody in Rumania. Later, the Rumanians transferred them to the Hungarian
quisling government of Janos Kadar. Nagy and some of his associates were
executed after a secret trial, with the approval of the Kremlin and European
Communist leaders. Privately, Tito must have breathed a sigh of relief. In public,
however, the Yugoslav government protested the execution.∞≠≥

Khrushchev’s flip-flops undermined his authority as a statesman among Sta-
linists and anti-Stalinists alike. There was a stream of letters from party mem-
bers to the Central Committee full of dismay and even contempt for Khru-
shchev’s leadership. Some demanded rehabilitating Stalin as a great statesman
and warned that the enemy would catch the Soviet Union ‘‘demobilized’’ and
relaxed if Khrushchev continued to get his way. Others wondered if there were
‘‘two Khrushchevs’’ in the party’s Central Committee: one denounced Stalin and
the other urged the Soviet people to learn from him.∞≠∂

demise of the collective leadership

Khrushchev’s weakness encouraged his rivals in the Presidium to join forces
against him. In June 1957, Molotov and Kaganovich decided this was a good
moment to oust Khrushchev and ambushed him at a meeting of the Presidium.
Khrushchev was one of the few people who did not see the danger to his author-
ity. ‘‘He created enemies as if on purpose,’’ reflected Mikoyan later, ‘‘but did not
realize it himself.’’ Malenkov, Bulganin, Voroshilov, Saburov, and Pervukhin,
former allies of Khrushchev whom he also managed to alienate, joined the plot
against him. Even Dmitry Shepilov decided that Khrushchev had to go.∞≠∑

But a lack of political unity among the plotters was a problem: Molotov and
Shepilov criticized Khrushchev from very di√erent angles and for di√erent rea-
sons. The plotters also forgot that Khrushchev had all the muscle of state power
in his hands. Most members of the Secretariat, all Khrushchev protégés, sup-
ported him against the Presidium potentates. The defense minister, Marshal
Zhukov, and the chairman of the kgb, Ivan Serov, proved to be crucial allies
throughout the crisis. With the help of the Secretariat members, Zhukov, and
Serov, Khrushchev convened an emergency Central Committee plenum that re-
stored his supremacy and denounced the plotters as an ‘‘anti-party group.’’ The
materials of the June 1957 plenum, although obviously slanted in favor of the
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victorious Khrushchev and against the ‘‘anti-party group’’ of his opponents, o√er
remarkable insight into the intertwining nature of Soviet politics and foreign
policy.∞≠∏

The opposition blamed Khrushchev for destroying the collective leadership
and creating a new monopoly on decision making in foreign policy and on other
issues. Molotov denounced Khrushchev’s new doctrine that an agreement be-
tween the two nuclear powers, the Soviet Union and the United States, could be a
solid foundation for an international détente. He stated his belief that, as long as
imperialism existed, another world war could only be postponed but not pre-
vented. Molotov also claimed that Khrushchev’s doctrine ignored the role of ‘‘all
other socialist countries, besides the ussr,’’ especially the prc. In addition to
these doctrinal matters, Molotov felt revulsion at the homespun, uncouth, and
casual style of Khrushchev and his personalized diplomacy.∞≠π

Mikoyan provided the strongest counter to the opposition. He recalled the
recent series of crises in Poland, Hungary, and Suez and concluded that both the
unity of Soviet leadership and Khrushchev’s bold initiatives had contributed
to their successful resolutions. Mikoyan also blamed Molotov, Malenkov, and
Kaganovich for a narrow, purely budgetary, approach to trade and economic
relations with the Communist countries of Central Europe, as well as with neutral
Austria and Finland. Khrushchev, he said, on the contrary, regarded subsidies to
these countries as a vital necessity, dictated by Soviet security interests. ‘‘We be-
lieve we must create an economic base for our influence on Austria, to strengthen
its neutral status, so that West Germany would not be [the economic and trade]
monopolist in Austria.’’ And as to the Soviet bloc, ‘‘If we leave East Germany and
Czechoslovakia without [purchase] orders, then the entire socialist camp will
begin to collapse.’’∞≠∫

Many plenum delegates sympathized with Molotov’s conservative views more
than with Khrushchev’s crisis-mongering and subsidies. The party and state
elites were not pro-détente—many of them were more hard-line, militaristic, and
rigid than the ‘‘enlightened’’ majority in the Presidium. While rejecting Molotov’s
dogmatism and denouncing Stalin’s foreign policy errors, the majority at the
plenums used strong ideological language in their discussions of international
a√airs and military security. Yet it was not foreign policy that determined their
stance. Rather, some of the delegates feared that, if Molotov and Kaganovich
won, ‘‘blood would flow again.’’ Also, the removal of the old oligarchic group
meant promotion for Khrushchev’s appointees. One of the speakers complained
that Molotov ‘‘still considers us as wearing short pants.’’∞≠Ω Leonid Brezhnev was
in the group that replaced the purged oligarchs in the political leadership. As the
future showed, the new Presidium after 1957 was full of mediocrity that was
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inferior to the old oligarchy in energy, talents, knowledge, and horizons.∞∞≠ They
had, however, one advantage from Khrushchev’s viewpoint: he believed they
were completely dependent on him.

In October, Khrushchev crowned his ascendancy by firing his greatest ally, but
also at times critic and independent figure, Defense Minister Marshal Georgy
Zhukov. As before, he convened a special plenum on October 28–29, 1957, to
legitimize his action. The plenum transcript does not shed much light on the
murky details of this a√air but does indicate that there were some reasons (at
least in the immediate post-Stalinist atmosphere of power struggles) for Khru-
shchev to suspect that Zhukov, together with gru head Sergei Shtemenko, had
plotted against him. But it is even more likely that Khrushchev heard from the
kgb what he wanted to hear about Zhukov. Shortly before this happened, Zhu-
kov, together with Andrei Gromyko, proposed to the Presidium that Moscow
should accept the American Open Skies idea. He was convinced that the United
States would back down, giving Soviet propaganda extra points. Khrushchev was
skeptical, and at the October plenum he used this episode to criticize Zhukov
both for his softness on Eisenhower’s idea and for warmongering, claiming that
Zhukov wanted to use the aerial reconnaissance to prepare for the first strike.∞∞∞ It
was not the last time that political infighting in the Kremlin killed a potentially
promising diplomatic opening.

These trumped-up charges aside, the plenum discussions give some valuable
insights into the thinking and discussions at the highest level of the Soviet
political-military leadership. Khrushchev sought to demonstrate to the delegates,
especially to the military, that he, not Zhukov, knew better how to combine
diplomatic peace o√ensives with the growth of military strength.∞∞≤ Whatever
doubts the Soviet military had at the time about the whole a√air, it unanimously
supported the party leader and denounced Zhukov.

This was the last plenum under Khrushchev in which substantive foreign
policy discussions became material for the power struggle at the top. The collec-
tive leadership and periodic rounds of Kremlin infighting were now history.
Khrushchev, increasingly surrounded by yes-men, quickly found himself the
decision maker in a vacuum. After removal of the ‘‘antiparty group’’ and Zhukov,
the policy discussions at the Presidium quickly became ritualistic and sterile. An
autodidact with extraordinary shrewdness and instincts, Khrushchev did not feel
much need for outside expertise and advice. Whatever analytical branches still
existed in the kgb, the Foreign Ministry, and the Central Committee withered
away under Khrushchev’s rule.∞∞≥

Khrushchev’s choice for Shepilov’s successor was indicative of his intentions.
Dour and uncharismatic Andrei Gromyko could not and did not shine on the
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international stage. Khrushchev decided to be his own foreign minister—as he
was his own chief of intelligence, minister of agriculture, and many other roles.
The young and suave diplomat Oleg Troyanovsky, who became foreign policy
assistant to Khrushchev in April of 1958, recalls that he immediately felt the
coming of a major change in Soviet foreign policy.∞∞∂ The Soviet leader, trium-
phant in domestic politics, decided that he was ready for a foreign policy break-
through. He was eager to demonstrate to the political elites and the military that
he could outdo Stalin in expanding Soviet power and influence.
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( CHAPTER 5 )

THE NUCLEAR EDUCATION

OF KHRUSHCHEV,

1953–1963

★

Let this device [nuclear bomb] hang over capitalists

like the sword of Damocles.

—Khrushchev to Soviet nuclear designers, July 1961

On October 4, 1957, a Soviet intercontinental ballistic missile (icbm) launched a
satellite, the orbit of which took it on a path over North America.∞ Sputnik was an
innocuous and peaceful satellite, but American analysts also recognized that the
same missile could carry a multimegaton nuclear charge. Almost immediately,
these same experts warned of a ‘‘missile gap’’ that might eventually give the ussr
the ability to destroy American strategic forces in a surprise attack. For Ameri-
cans, this brought back memories of Pearl Harbor, which increased their sense of
sudden loss of security. Across the United States, middle-class families saved
money to build fallout shelters. Children took part in frightening ‘‘duck-and-
cover’’ drills, learning how their desks would save them from a nuclear blast. A
friend of mine who grew up in New York in the 1950s recalls looking at the Man-
hattan skyline during a drill to see if the Empire State Building was still there.≤

In reality, now it was the Soviets’ turn to have nuclear fears. The strategic
military balance hugely favored the United States. Soviet strategic defense, writes
Steven Zaloga, was ‘‘horribly expensive, technically unsound, and bound for
premature obsolescence.’’ And the Soviets had no nuclear strategic forces to
retaliate in case of an American first strike. At the same time, the United States
relied on the ‘‘first use’’ strategy for atomic weapons. Americans planned to
use nuclear weapons against the Soviet Union to prevent the Soviets from over-
running Western Europe. The Pentagon built bases for strategic bombers and
missiles not only on American territory but also on the territories of allies,
namely Great Britain, West Germany, Italy, and Turkey.≥

Until recently, very little was known about Soviet reactions to the thermo-
nuclear revolution and the nuclear arms race with the United States. Some schol-
ars suggested that the nuclear factor forced Moscow to behave more responsibly
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and moderately in the Cold War.∂ In reality, the opposite happened. The American
containment strategy and strategic superiority left the Soviets feeling they had no
choices between resistance and unconditional surrender.∑ Facing this choice, the
mercurial Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev chose to resist. He decided to trump
American nuclear superiority with Soviet nuclear brinkmanship, using nuclear
missiles as the last argument during international crises. His choice resulted in
the most dangerous Soviet ventures during the entire Cold War.

the bomb and the dogma

Stalin died just at the start of the thermonuclear revolution. By 1953, Soviet mili-
tary programs had already produced several types of atomic weapons, medium-
range missiles, antimissile defense systems, cruise missiles, and nuclear sub-
marines. But it turned out to be just the first phase in the upswing of the Soviet
nuclear strategic forces. Viktor Adamsky, a veteran of the Soviet nuclear project,
recalls that ‘‘the years of 1953–1962 were the most productive in the development
of thermonuclear weapons.’’∏

While Stalin was alive, the atomic program was rarely, if ever, discussed at the
Politburo, and information on American and Soviet tests never spread outside a
limited circle of o≈cials, including Lavrenty Beria, Minister of Defense Bulganin,
and the top military echelons.π Then came the news of the impending big test of
the fission-boosted bomb designed by Andrei Sakharov and Vitali Ginzburg in
the secret laboratory, ‘‘Arzamas-16.’’ In July 1953, a deputy head of the nuclear
project, Avraami Zaveniagin, reported to the Party Plenum delegates: ‘‘The Amer-
icans, at Truman’s order, began to work on the hydrogen bomb. Our people and
our country are no slouch. The hydrogen bomb is tens of times more powerful
than a plain atomic bomb, and its explosion, now under preparation, will mean
the liquidation of the second monopoly of the Americans. It will be an event of
paramount importance in world politics.’’∫

The first Soviet hydrogen test on August 12, 1953, gave the Soviet leaders an
enormous boost of optimism. For a while, the Kremlin leaders believed, mis-
takenly, that the Soviet Union had become the leader in the nuclear race. Khru-
shchev recalls his enthusiasm: ‘‘No one else, neither the Americans nor the
British, had such a bomb. I was overwhelmed by the idea. We did everything in
our power to assure the rapid realization of Sakharov’s plans.’’ Andrei Sakharov
immediately became a darling of the Kremlin. According to a plan, approved on
November 20, 1953, by the Presidium of the Council of Ministers, Sakharov’s
bomb, upgraded to a one-to-two-megaton yield, would be attached to a huge
intercontinental missile. This missile would be designed by another colossal
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complex that Stalin had created. The chief designer of the intercontinental mis-
sile, Sergei Korolev, pledged to conduct its final tests by the end of 1957.Ω

Thermonuclear power immediately became the object of Kremlin politics.
After the arrest of Beria, the ‘‘atomic czar’’ under Stalin, other members of the
collective leadership claimed he wanted to use the successful test in his bid for
power. True or not, it was obvious the nuclear program was too important to
remain the exclusive fiefdom of any single politician. Immediately after Beria’s
arrest, the Special Atomic Committee and the First Chief Directorate, the main
structures in charge of nuclear programs, were merged into the Ministry of
Medium Machine-Building Industry. Vyacheslav Malyshev, the head of tank pro-
duction during World War II, became the atomic minister. Although he was close
to Malenkov, he was not a member of the Presidium.∞≠ This did not end the
political bickering around the Bomb.

Meanwhile, the United States dispelled Moscow’s claims of superiority in
thermonuclear developments. In January and February 1954, Secretary of State
Dulles turned up his rhetoric of ‘‘massive retaliation’’ to full volume. And on
March 1, the United States started a new series of nuclear tests with the explosion
of a fifteen-megaton hydrogen bomb, with an explosive strength three times
more than scientists had predicted. After the huge fallout cloud, covering 7,000
square miles over the Pacific, irradiated a Japanese fishing trawler, a global outcry
arose to ban further testing of this kind. At a press conference on March 10,
Eisenhower and Lewis Strauss, head of the Atomic Energy Commission, ad-
mitted that a super bomb could destroy a whole metropolitan area and a thermo-
nuclear war could endanger civilization. Three months earlier, on December 8,
1953, President Eisenhower had made his ‘‘Atoms for Peace’’ proposal to the
United Nations, an e√ort intended to dispel the image of the United States as a
state preparing for thermonuclear war. The proposal suggested joint e√orts in
the exploration of peaceful nuclear energy to help underdeveloped parts of the
world. In the light of subsequent American tests, however, this proposal began to
look disingenuous, a fig leaf covering the demonstration of nuclear superiority.∞∞

Soviet nuclear designers realized that the Americans had made a break-
through to construction of multimegaton weapons. The Sakharov bomb could
not yield such power. As a result, Igor Kurchatov and other nuclear physicists lost
interest in the Sakharov design and soon zeroed in on the principle of radiation
compression, the idea that Edward Teller and Stanislaus Ulam had discovered in
January 1951 in the United States.∞≤ About the same time, the atomic minis-
ter, Malyshev, asked Kurchatov to draft a response to Eisenhower’s ‘‘Atoms for
Peace.’’ Soviet scientists used this opportunity to bring the startling facts about
the thermonuclear revolution to the attention of Kremlin leaders. The result-
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ing essay, ‘‘The Danger of Atomic War and President Eisenhower’s Proposal,’’
reached the desks of Malenkov, Khrushchev, and Molotov on April 1, 1954.∞≥

‘‘Modern atomic practice, based on the utilization of thermonuclear reaction,’’
the physicists wrote, ‘‘allows for increasing the explosive energy contained in a
bomb practically to an unlimited extent. Defense against such a weapon is prac-
tically impossible, so it is clear that the use of atomic weapons on a mass scale
will lead to the devastation of the warring countries. One cannot help admitting
that a huge threat, which could obliterate all life on Earth, hangs over mankind.’’
The authors suggested exposing the duplicity of Eisenhower’s proposal and
publicizing the dangers of thermonuclear war.∞∂

It is probable that these ideas had reached Georgy Malenkov earlier and that
he had decided again to preempt other members of the collective leadership with
an authoritative pronouncement. On March 12, 1954, the chairman of the Council
of Ministers said in a public speech that the continuation of the Cold War be-
tween the ussr and the United States would lead to hostilities, ‘‘which with
modern weapons mean the end of world civilization.’’ This was a startling de-
parture from the Soviet political discourse on nuclear weapons. For instance,
Mikoyan’s speech on the same day contained the traditional refrain that ‘‘hydro-
gen weapons in the hands of the Soviet Union are a means for deterring ag-
gressors and for waging peace.’’∞∑

Malenkov’s speech reflected the growing nuclear fears in the Kremlin. On
February 4, 1954, the Party Secretariat sanctioned upgrading underground bun-
kers and bomb shelters for the military and the government in case of nuclear
war. Molotov and Khrushchev, however, used Malenkov’s departure from the
party line to charge him with ideological heresy. They claimed that his pessimis-
tic conclusion would demoralize Soviet people and allies around the world,
because it disputed the inevitability of the triumph of Communism over capital-
ism. They also attacked the speech from the position of ‘‘realism’’: any concern
about nuclear weapons, they argued, could be interpreted by the enemy as a sign
of weakness. In his next public speech, Malenkov admitted that a nuclear war
would actually lead to the ‘‘collapse of the whole capitalist system.’’∞∏

According to Molotov, another war would bring a ‘‘final victory’’ over ‘‘the
aggressive forces of imperialism.’’ Minister of Defense Nikolai Bulganin and
most high-ranking Soviet military figures agreed. They still refused to acknowl-
edge the revolutionary implications of thermonuclear weapons. In September
1954, the Presidium authorized the military exercise at Totskoye near the Urals. A
Hiroshima-type atomic bomb was detonated there for the purpose of training
troops. Bulganin and a group of marshals and generals attended the exercise and
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were optimistic: after taking certain precautions, the Soviet army would be able
to wage atomic warfare.∞π

Khrushchev, despite his public stand, was initially greatly troubled by demon-
strations of thermonuclear power. After the August 1953 Soviet test, his son
recalled, Khrushchev watched a secret film on the nuclear explosion and came
home depressed and could not calm down for days. The film showed houses
shattered and people knocked o√ their feet at a distance of dozens of miles from
ground zero. A witness of the test recalled that the impact of this explosion
‘‘apparently transcended some kind of psychological barrier. The e√ect of the
first atomic bomb explosion had not inspired such flesh-creeping terror, although
it had been incomparably more terrible than anything seen in the still recent war.’’ Khru-
shchev, who had been exposed to the horrors of war in 1941–44, must have felt a
similar shudder. He confirmed his shock later in conversation with an Egyptian
journalist: ‘‘When I was appointed First Secretary of the Central Committee and
learned all the facts about nuclear power I could not sleep for several days.’’∞∫

After the initial shock, Khrushchev realized that if the fear of thermonuclear
power was mutual, it would prevent a future war between the Soviet Union and
the United States. He suspected that the Eisenhower administration, despite its
preparations and rhetoric, would not use such terrible weapons, especially if
Americans feared possible retaliation. A natural optimist, Khrushchev trans-
formed his anxiety into the determination to overcome American superiority.
Once he consolidated his hold on power, he introduced dramatic changes in the
structure of the Soviet armed forces. By early 1955, he discontinued Stalin’s
program of construction of a large navy, arguing that it could not withstand a
strike by the new weaponry, conventional or atomic. He came to believe, as
Eisenhower had earlier, that missiles would dominate future warfare.∞Ω

The fear of nuclear war did not change Khrushchev’s belief in the revolutionary-
imperial paradigm. True, he no longer thought, as Stalin and Molotov had, that a
future war would make the world communist. But he felt that the mutual balance
of fear disadvantaged the United States more than the Soviet Union. It would
mean that ‘‘American imperialism,’’ despite its economic, financial, technologi-
cal, and military superiority, would not dare to challenge Communist control
over Central Europe. Moreover, the Soviet Union and its allies would get more
chances, under the cloak of nuclear fears, to promote the causes of decoloniza-
tion, the anti-imperialist struggle, and Communism far beyond Soviet borders.
The Soviet leadership, in Khrushchev’s opinion, also had another advantage over
the U.S. government; it was relatively free from ‘‘domestic deterrence,’’ that is,
public fears of nuclear war that could conflict with the global goals. The Soviet

=Q? G AF 4 1 F A 0I FN E 8 F P : F F PE . A N CN I 8P F P 2 N? E E : F N FPS
C 5 NPE . N F N N 7Q P 0? G . PN EPP ? G PN N MQ P I F? PPF DE I A P F PF ,A /

.N P A CN I PPF DE I   

.
SN

FD
EP

T
E

:
F

N
FPS

C5
NPE

.
N

F
N

-
NFD

EP
N

N
A



nuclear education of khrushchev,  1953 – 1963128

propaganda machine had developed a habit of suppressing the slightest signs of
pacifism and used enormous resources to combat erosion of the ideological
militancy in the society. With the exception of Malenkov’s speech, the Kremlin
leaders studiously avoided scaring the Soviet people with the consequences of a
nuclear war. There were no ‘‘duck-and-cover’’ exercises in Soviet schools in the
1950s (although Soviet kids had plenty of paramilitary training), and the press
and radio kept readers on a very slim diet of information about nuclear tests,
American or Soviet. The physicists’ remarkable letter of April 1954 was never
published.≤≠

However, the Soviet public did know about atomic bombs and did read about
the destruction of Hiroshima. Not only soldiers on duty but also many civilians
looked anxiously at planes in the skies, fearing them to be an Enola Gay. There
was an obvious gap between the realities of the nuclear age and the party ideolog-
ical dogma that predated them. This gap provoked questions and doubts. In the
summer of 1954, a member of the Party Secretariat, Pyotr Pospelov, reported to
Khrushchev the ‘‘mistakes’’ made by the world chess champion Mikhail Botvin-
nik in his letter to the party leadership. How, Botvinnik had asked, was one
supposed to match the danger of nuclear annihilation with the o≈cial ideological
thesis that wars were begun by imperialist ‘‘warmongers’’ in search of profits?
Should the Soviet Union reach accommodation with these imperialists? Would
this accommodation be a betrayal of ‘‘socialist’’ ideals? These questions aimed
right at the heart of Soviet ideology and Cold War propaganda.≤∞

On November 22, 1955, Soviet nuclear designers successfully tested a 1.6-
megaton bomb. Unlike the one tested in August 1953, this bomb was a genuine
‘‘super,’’ using the radiation compression principle and nuclear fusion. Igor
Kurchatov and his designers knew they now could, just like the Americans,
build multimegaton, ever-more-powerful, weapons. After the test, Andrei Sakha-
rov suggested to Marshal Mitrofan Nedelin, the military commander of the test,
that it would be a catastrophe if thermonuclear weapons were ever used. Sakha-
rov was not alone in his doubts. Even Kurchatov, the scientific director of the
Soviet nuclear project, would develop pacifist ideas, to the great displeasure of
Khrushchev.≤≤

Ideological optimism and militarist bravado suppressed fears of nuclear war
in the top military circles. One exception was Marshal Georgy Zhukov, who
replaced Bulganin as minister of defense. He agreed with President Eisenhower
in July 1955 that with the appearance of atomic and hydrogen weapons many
notions that were valid in the past had changed. Zhukov noted that ‘‘he person-
ally saw how lethal this weapon is.’’ The president and the marshal also agreed
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that only gradual trust-building and arms control measures could save the two
sides from the current situation and overcome mutual fears.≤≥

khrushchev’s new look

In February 1956, Khrushchev and his colleagues in the collective leadership were
ready to bring ideological dogma to the nuclear age. At the Twentieth Party
Congress, Khrushchev renounced Stalin’s doctrine of the inevitability of world
war and laid out the principles of ‘‘peaceful coexistence’’ between capitalism and
socialism. But Khrushchev revised Stalin’s interpretation of Marxism-Leninism
only halfway. On the one hand, he said that imperialism does breed wars and
repeated that capitalism would find its grave in another world war, should it
unleash one. On the other hand, he added, ‘‘the situation has changed radically,
because today there are mighty social and political forces possessing formidable
means to prevent the imperialists from unleashing war.’’ Influential circles in the
West, Khrushchev concluded, had begun to realize that there could be no victor
in an atomic war.≤∂

Khrushchev argued that the Soviet view of Western imperialism remained the
same, but that Soviet thermonuclear power could force the imperialists to be
reasonable. After the test of the super bomb in November 1955, the Soviet leader
could rely on the fresh demonstration of power. On February 20, 1956, the
successful launch of the first medium-range ballistic missile with a nuclear war-
head occurred. Khrushchev felt awed at the enormous destructive potential of the
nuclear missile strike. But again, as in 1953, he conquered his emotions and
began to search for the ways to use the newly acquired power. His conclusion for
the public was: ‘‘Let these bombs get on the nerves of those who would like to
unleash war.’’≤∑

Khrushchev’s most immediate goal was to create the appearance of a nuclear
stalemate so as to undermine nato and the other anti-Communist alliances
engineered or sponsored by Eisenhower and John Foster Dulles in 1954 and 1955,
specifically the Central Treaty Organization (cento or the Baghdad Pact) and the
Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (seato). American missiles were deployed in
Turkey, a member of cento. Khrushchev wanted to get rid of these missiles. He
also wanted the United States to acknowledge the ussr as an equal power. In
Khrushchev’s opinion, the Americans would do so only if presented with a stark
choice between war and peace. ‘‘There are only two ways,’’ the first secretary said
at the Twentieth Congress. ‘‘Either peaceful coexistence or the most destructive
war in history. There is no third way.’’≤∏ To drive this point home to the Ameri-
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cans, Khrushchev needed to convince them that he was prepared to use the new
terrible weapons. Thus, the implementation of his new vision led logically not to
a moderate version of nuclear deterrence but to nuclear brinkmanship and dan-
gerous blu√.

In a sense, Khrushchev emulated the policies and rhetoric of President Eisen-
hower and Secretary Dulles, who privately abhorred the prospect of nuclear
Armageddon yet directed all their energies to maintaining American nuclear
superiority in order to achieve specific foreign policy goals. Dulles, as a recent
study has concluded, sought to ‘‘make nuclear weapons useful as something
other than a Sword of Damocles suspended over the entire world.’’ During the
Geneva summit of 1955, Khrushchev realized that both Eisenhower and Dulles
had deep misgivings about nuclear weapons. Khrushchev understood that their
game (mistakenly, he believed that Dulles, not Eisenhower, was the chief strate-
gist) was to intimidate the Soviet Union without becoming too provocative. And
he decided to respond in kind. He felt that, ‘‘as a war veteran,’’ Eisenhower would
not allow confrontation between the Soviet Union and the United States to get
out of hand. With such counterparts in Washington, Khrushchev believed there
was a margin of safety in brinkmanship.≤π

Because the Soviet Union still lacked both icbms and reliable strategic bomb-
ers to deliver a strike against the United States, the first target of Soviet nuclear
threats became Western European members of nato. The first apparent success
from the point of view of the Soviets was in November 1956, during the Suez
crisis of Anglo-Franco-Israeli aggression against Egypt. At Khrushchev’s sugges-
tion, the Kremlin threatened the aggressors with a nuclear strike, while seeking
to neutralize the United States by o√ering to send a joint Soviet-American ‘‘peace-
keeping’’ mission to the Middle East. In reality, it was American pressure on
London and Paris that ended the war, but Khrushchev firmly believed that Soviet
threats did the trick and that ‘‘Dulles was the one whose nerves snapped.’’ In June
1957, Mikoyan told the delegates of the Party Plenum that ‘‘everybody acknowl-
edged that with this we decided the fate of Egypt.’’≤∫

The outcome of the Egyptian a√air emboldened Khrushchev to believe that
nuclear power overshadowed all other factors in international relations. There-
after, he began to regard the nuclear buildup not only as a means of deterrence
but, according to the nineteenth-century Prussian war theoretician Carl von Clau-
sewitz, as the continuation of state policies by other means.≤Ω In May 1957,
Khrushchev said in an interview that the Cold War confrontation apparently
boiled down to the relations between the two countries, the Soviet Union and the
United States.≥≠

In August 1957, the long-awaited technological breakthrough in missile tech-
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nology occurred. The Soviet aerospace firm headed by Sergei Korolev success-
fully tested the R-7 missile (‘‘Semyorka’’) as the world’s first icbm. On Septem-
ber 7, Khrushchev observed one of the missile’s tests. He allowed Korolev to
proceed with his pioneering plans of space exploration, and on October 4, Sput-
nik stunned the Americans and the rest of the world. In the longer term, the
Sputnik e√ect galvanized the United States into launching another costly round
in the arms race in order to restore public confidence in American superiority.
Khrushchev, however, achieved what he wanted: now Americans feared nuclear
war even more than the Soviets did. In February 1960, he said to the Presidium
that the intercontinental missiles made an agreement with the United States
possible, because ‘‘main-street Americans have begun to shake from fear for the
first time in their lives.’’≥∞

In the following years, the Soviet military-industrial complex focused even
more on producing ever larger and more numerous nuclear weapons and mis-
siles. Still, for many years, the Soviet Union had only a hypothetical strategic
capacity against the United States. The R-7 was an ine≈cient and horribly costly
weapon. A 300-ton behemoth, it operated on liquid oxygen fuel, which made
every launch a nightmare. Each launch site cost half a billion rubles. In 1959,
Soviet missile designers began to develop two other missiles, the R-9 and the
R-16, but neither was good for serial deployment—they operated on liquid fuel
and were extremely vulnerable to air attack. The deployment of the first genera-
tion of reliable intercontinental missiles began only in April 1962. Meanwhile,
Korolev’s behemoth had to be transported by railroad to the launching pad in
Plesetsk in northern Russia. By the end of 1959, only four of these behemoths
and two launching pads for them had become operational. In case of a U.S. first
strike, the Soviets would have time for one launch only, and, according to Sergei
Khrushchev, they targeted four U.S. ‘‘hostage cities’’ for retaliation: New York,
Washington, Chicago, and Los Angeles.≥≤

More prudent leadership in these circumstances would have waited years
before bragging about new strategic capabilities, but not Khrushchev. On Decem-
ber 15, 1959, the Kremlin announced the creation of the Strategic Rocket Forces
(rvsn), a new branch of the Soviet armed forces. Economic factors contributed to
Khrushchev’s impatience. He repeatedly promised to win the economic competi-
tion with the United States and sharply raise Soviet living standards. The global
appeal of the Soviet planned economy, especially in India, Indonesia, Egypt, and
other countries of the decolonizing world, was then enormous. Yet the romantic
vision of the planned economy produced ever-diminishing practical results. Just
at the time the rvsn was created, the Soviet economy began to slow down. The
rapid rise of living standards since 1953 stopped. Khrushchev boasted that Soviet
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consumerism would outpace that of the Americans, but the facts belied his
boasts. The nonmilitary sectors of the economy languished; the agricultural
program of ‘‘virgin lands,’’ after initial success, turned into a major disappoint-
ment; and Khrushchev’s hasty measures to curb private peasant households
created shortages of meat, milk, and butter. Massive assistance to China, growing
generosity to Egypt, and rapidly rising subsidies to Poland and Hungary after 1956
put new strains on the Soviet economy and budget. To ‘‘correct deep dispropor-
tions in the people’s economy,’’ the Soviet government had to scrap the last three
years of the five-year plan and announce a new ‘‘seven-year’’ plan. The promise to
produce both guns and butter turned out to be more di≈cult than Khrushchev
had expected.≥≥

Meanwhile, the requirements of the new armament and research and develop-
ment programs grew precipitously and far surpassed the allocated resources.
From 1958 to 1961, military production in the ussr more than doubled, increas-
ing from 2.9 to 5.6 percent of the Soviet national income. Strategic missiles
turned out to be more expensive than Khrushchev had thought. Construction of
launching pads and silos, including a new colossal complex at Tyuratam, Ka-
zakhstan, as well as giant plants for the mass production of strategic arms,
required enormous capital investments. Nuclear and missile projects necessi-
tated the building of ‘‘secret cities’’ that had to attract the best workforce and
maintain high living standards for it. One ‘‘secret city,’’ Snezhinsk near Chelya-
binsk, in the Urals, hosted the second Soviet nuclear laboratory. By 1960, its
population had reached 20,000 people. Another ‘‘secret city’’ near Krasnoiarsk in
Siberia began to produce weapons-grade plutonium in 1958. The reactors and
twenty-two workshops were located in a huge artificial cavern at a depth of 200 to
250 meters beneath the earth; the complex had its own subway system and high-
quality urban infrastructure that serviced and housed many thousands of scien-
tists, engineers, and workers.≥∂

Facing the growing discrepancy between promises and performance, Khru-
shchev was impatient to test his New Look. He hoped to achieve breakthroughs
in the German Question and use the Soviet nuclear-missile programs as a ‘‘great
economizer’’ in defense spending.

testing the new look in berlin

In November 1958, Khrushchev presented the United States, Great Britain, and
France with an ultimatum: either convert West Berlin into a ‘‘free city’’ within
six months, or he would act unilaterally and give control over Western access
to Berlin to the government of the gdr. At first, the impulsive Soviet leader
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was prepared to declare the Potsdam agreements—the basis for the presence of
the Western powers in Berlin—to be defunct, because of Western violations.
However, he realized that this radical step could hurt Soviet diplomacy in the
longer term. So Khrushchev focused just on the idea of the ‘‘free city’’—and on a
separate peace treaty agreement that Moscow could reach with the gdr. As it
turned out, the deadline was repeatedly postponed over the course of about four
years.≥∑ Since the United States and other Western powers refused to accede to
the ultimatum, Khrushchev’s move created the East-West stando√ that became
known as the second Berlin crisis. Initially his approach seemed to bring about
the expected results. nato became visibly fractured under the renewed Soviet
pressure. British prime minister Harold Macmillan hastily visited Khrushchev in
February 1959 in an open attempt to mediate between him and Eisenhower. A
long-delayed conference of foreign ministers on the German Question took place
in Geneva from May to August. Finally, in July, Eisenhower extended an invitation
to the Soviet leader to visit the United States. The results of the Khrushchev-
Eisenhower talks at Camp David, from Khrushchev’s viewpoint, were promising:
Eisenhower acknowledged that the situation, with Berlin a divided city in the
middle of East Germany, was ‘‘abnormal.’’ He seemed to be agreeing to resume
the quest for a diplomatic resolution of the German Question within the frame-
work of a four-power summit, scheduled for the spring of 1960.≥∏

There are divergent views on the origins of this confrontation. Hope Harrison
concludes: ‘‘Khrushchev’s concern about the gdr, combined with his desire to
gain prestige by successful negotiations with the West, were the most consistent
influences on him during the crisis.’’ Other scholars believe that the Soviet leader
reacted to the growing integration of West Germany into nato and to American
plans for ‘‘nuclear sharing,’’ the result of the nato ‘‘first strike’’ nuclear doc-
trine, which presented a security threat to the Soviet Union. There is evidence that
the Kremlin was concerned with the prospect of West Germany gaining access to
nuclear weapons.≥π

Khrushchev had multiple motives in the Berlin crisis. First, he was committed
to ensuring the existence of the socialist gdr, a commitment he had repeatedly
and publicly proclaimed during his criticism of Beria and Malenkov. Second, he
was determined to demonstrate the e√ectiveness of his New Look in making
Western powers abandon the containment strategy and begin to negotiate with
the Soviet Union. Finally, as his rhetoric suggests, he hoped that a victory in
Berlin would trigger the unraveling of Western imperialism globally and would
help promote the revolutionary process in the countries of Asia and Africa.

Khrushchev laughed at the fears of his son, Sergei. ‘‘No one would undertake
war over Berlin. On the other hand, it was time to fix the existing post-war
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balance of forces.’’ Khrushchev hoped, according to his son, that he could scare
the Western powers into making them ‘‘sit at the negotiating table.’’≥∫ The Soviet
leader felt that the Soviet Union’s nuclear power gave him an opportunity to
succeed where Stalin had failed ten years earlier, namely in moving the relation-
ship with the United States onto equal terms. He wanted to bring back to life the
Yalta-Potsdam formula of great power diplomacy destroyed by Hiroshima and
America’s containment strategy.

Nuclear missiles were at the core of this gamble. The Soviet leader wanted to
present the Western governments and citizenry with a stark choice: accept re-
sponsibility for the consequences of thermonuclear war or dismantle the anti-
Soviet ramparts. It is sometimes overlooked that the flip side of Khrushchev’s
diplomacy of crisis-mongering and nuclear brinkmanship in 1958–61 was his
campaign for disarmament. The Soviet leader wanted to o√set the impression of
Soviet bellicosity. In April 1957, Khrushchev told the Presidium that the Soviet
Union should step up a propaganda campaign to ban nuclear weapons. Other-
wise, he said, ‘‘we would lose the support of broad masses’’ in the West.≥Ω In
November 1958, the Soviet Union declared a unilateral moratorium on nuclear
testing (a few days after the United States and Great Britain had done the same).
In February 1960, Khrushchev proposed to the Presidium that the Americans be
o√ered the destruction of the Soviet icbms and nuclear weapons, on the condi-
tion that they would eliminate their military bases on the Soviet periphery and
their strategic bombers. ‘‘Then nato, seato, and cento’’—all U.S.-forged
alliances in Eurasia—‘‘would fall into precipice.’’ Mistakenly, he assumed that
this proposal would be irresistible to the frightened American and West Euro-
pean publics.∂≠

In September 1959, Khrushchev arrived in the United States at the invitation of
President Eisenhower. Speaking for the first time at the un General Assembly, he
unveiled, for propaganda purposes, a plan of ‘‘general and complete disarma-
ment.’’ On the one hand, Khrushchev must have felt that his gamble worked. He
toured America from coast to coast, clearly enjoying the fact that the most power-
ful capitalist country had to swallow its arrogance and entertain ‘‘the number
one communist.’’ His son-in-law Alexei Adzhubei and a host of Soviet journal-
ists launched a mini-cult of Khrushchev in the Soviet Union, presenting him
as an indefatigable peace fighter. It was an additional bonus of the New Look,
but perhaps it was the one Khrushchev coveted most. On the other hand, his
meeting ‘‘face to face with America’’ revealed Khrushchev’s lack of prepared-
ness for the diplomatic game. Khrushchev was both impressed and upset by
American power and opulence; deep inside, he was insecure and looked for a
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pretext to give a rebu√. And he could not elicit from Eisenhower any specific
concessions on West Berlin.∂∞

Khrushchev was especially eager to demonstrate to his domestic constituency
that his approach could bring immediate economic benefits. After his much-
heralded trip to the United States and in anticipation of another summit in Paris
in 1960, where he expected to extract Western concessions on Germany, the
chairman decided to make the economic implications of his views public. In
December 1959, in a secret memo to Presidium members, Khrushchev proposed
a stunningly radical plan of reduction of armed forces. The Soviet Union, he
argued, no longer needed a mass army, because nuclear-missile forces would
provide a su≈cient deterrent to potential aggressors. The reform would give the
ussr ‘‘major political, moral, and economic advantages.’’ On January 12, 1960, in
his speech to the Supreme Soviet, Khrushchev announced the reduction of the
armed forces by 1.2 million men in three years. A quarter of a million o≈cers
were forced to retire, many without adequate material compensation, retraining,
pension, or housing.∂≤ This military reform was, in Khrushchev’s mind, a logical
follow-up to the creation of the rvsn just a month earlier.

Nobody dared to criticize Khrushchev’s hasty steps, but privately some senior
military o≈cers were appalled. Doubts about the emphasis on nuclear missiles
and expansionist schemes, not supported by real power, had started soon after
the Suez crisis. Later Khrushchev’s critics would contend: ‘‘We were one breath
away from the big war. Our country had not yet recovered from the war with
Hitler; people did not want war, did not expect it. Fortunately, all turned out well,
and comrade Khrushchev immediately presented it as the product of his ge-
nius.’’∂≥ The military brass could not publicly oppose Khrushchev’s military re-
forms, but they grumbled about ‘‘Nikita’s folly’’ and resisted it by all possible
means. Chief of General Sta√ Marshal Vasily Sokolovsky resigned in protest over
Khrushchev’s 1960 cuts. Some of the most intelligent generals took advantage of
‘‘theoretical discussion’’ in the classified journal Military Thought to question
Khrushchev’s excessive reliance on nuclear weapons. In 1960 and 1962, General
Petr Kurochkin, Colonel-General Amazasp Babadzhanyan, and other authors
agreed with Maxwell Taylor in The Uncertain Trumpet and Henry Kissinger in
Nuclear Weapons and Foreign Policy (both books were translated and published in the
Soviet Union) that an exclusive emphasis on nuclear retaliation left no choice
between surrender and suicide.∂∂

Khrushchev failed to persuade his marshals and generals, but he forced them
to accept his New Look. Defense Minister Rodion Malinovsky created a task force
at the Academy of the General Sta√ to prepare a classified book on military
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strategy in the nuclear age and ordered a reluctant Marshal Sokolovsky to bring
the project to fruition. The book elaborated on the thesis that the next war would
be a nuclear war and described the immense importance of the opening phase of
the war (the first strike). It also established that the main reason for Soviet
possession of nuclear weapons was to deter an American strike, not to wage a
nuclear war. A nuclear war would be too devastating and thus must be avoided.
The manuscript had to be redrafted several times, until Khrushchev liked the final
product and approved its unclassified publication in 1962 under the title Military
Strategy. In the opinion of the Soviet leader, it was a ‘‘sobering’’ reminder to
American ‘‘hot heads.’’∂∑

Khrushchev confronted another unexpected critic of his approaches, the lead-
ership of the prc. In November 1957, at the world conference of Communist
parties, Mao hailed the new nuclear missile might of the Soviet Union as a rea-
son for Communist forces to be more aggressive against Western imperialism.
At the same time, he asked Khrushchev to share nuclear and missile technol-
ogy with the prc. From 1957 to 1959, the Chinese received the technology for
the medium-range R-12 missile and cruise missiles and the complete know-how
for the construction of atomic weapons. The Soviets even pledged to give the
Chinese a working sample of the atomic bomb. Yet Mao could never forgive
Khrushchev for his ‘‘secret speech’’ denouncing Stalin without consulting the
Chinese. He believed that de-Stalinization was a grave error, perhaps even a
challenge to his own authority. And Khrushchev’s vision of nuclear bipolarity
became anathema for Mao, because it relegated China to a secondary position in
the pecking order of great powers.∂∏

Mao’s hidden animosity became public when the Soviet military asked Beijing
to build joint bases for the Soviet navy and submarine fleet in the Pacific. Mao
angrily rejected the proposal. On July 31, 1958, Khrushchev, in deep secrecy, flew
to Beijing with the aim of soothing the prc leader. Instead, he was subjected to a
barrage of insults and humiliating treatment by the host. He was also shocked to
discover a chasm opening between his vision of the nuclear age and Mao’s
ambitions. Mao did to Khrushchev what Stalin had done to the Americans after
Hiroshima: he defied the nuclear factor altogether by describing it as ‘‘a paper
tiger.’’ ‘‘I tried to explain to him,’’ recalled Khrushchev, ‘‘that one or two missiles
could turn all the divisions in China to dust. But he wouldn’t even listen to my
arguments and obviously regarded me as a coward.’’ Khrushchev did not disclose
his concerns to his colleagues at the Presidium, but the prolonged Sino-Soviet
honeymoon was over.∂π

The Chinese continued to startle the Soviets. On August 23, 1958, the People’s
Liberation Army of the prc, without warning either Moscow or Washington,
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started shelling Quemoy, one of the o√shore islands and still held by the Guo-
mindang. Mao commented in his private circle: ‘‘The islands are two batons that
keep Khrushchev and Eisenhower dancing.’’ By staging this provocation, the
Chinese leader drew both the U.S. and the Soviet leadership into a game of
nuclear brinkmanship—but this time against their will and in accordance with
his own scenario. In their o≈cial correspondence with the Kremlin, the Chinese
leaders suggested that in the event that the United States used tactical nuclear
weapons against the prc, the Soviet Union should not declare war on America,
the Sino-Soviet Treaty of 1950 notwithstanding. Perplexed by this suggestion,
Khrushchev and the rest of the Presidium wrote to Beijing that such a scenario
would be ‘‘a crime before the world working class’’ and would give the enemy
‘‘hope that they will be able to separate us.’’∂∫

Khrushchev would not mind helping China with the islands, as long as Chi-
nese actions coordinated with Moscow’s strategy. Yet Mao’s nuclear bravado
struck him as either irresponsible dogmatism or ‘‘Asiatic cunning.’’ Khrushchev
soured on the idea of sharing nuclear power with the Communist ally in the East.
On June 20, 1959, the Presidium quietly cancelled Sino-Soviet atomic coopera-
tion. An atomic device with complete documentation, ready to be shipped to
China, was destroyed. Mao’s challenge to Khrushchev’s authority profoundly
troubled the Soviet leader. According to Troyanovsky, China was always on Khru-
shchev’s mind.∂Ω At the same time, as the Chinese shelling of the islands failed to
produce any results, Khrushchev expected that his nuclear blu√ would be pro-
ductive in Germany and West Berlin.

brinkmanship falters

Just at the time when Khrushchev proposed the unilateral cuts of Soviet troops,
his New Look began to falter. The first big glitch occurred, again, in China,
where the Soviet leader appeared in October 1959, immediately after his trium-
phant trip to the United States. Evidently, the Soviet leader believed he was
arriving in Beijing in triumph. He had obtained from President Eisenhower a
commitment for a conference of great powers in Paris on Germany and Berlin.
Mao Ze-dong, however, openly mocked what seemed to look like the second
edition of the Yalta-Potsdam ‘‘system.’’ The Chinese leaders, celebrating the
anniversary of their revolutionary victory, decided to teach the Soviet leader a
lesson and blamed him for accommodating the United States at their expense. To
Mao’s evident satisfaction, Khrushchev quickly lost his temper, and the meet-
ing degenerated into an angry exchange. In vain, Andrei Gromyko and Mikhail
Suslov, present at the meeting, tried to get the talks back on a positive track.
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Khrushchev returned from China in a terrible mood, cursing Mao.∑≠ At the next
Party Plenum, he instructed Suslov to report on the bad behavior of the Chi-
nese comrades, but many of his colleagues in the Presidium and the state ap-
paratus blamed deterioration of the Sino-Soviet relations on his rude and clumsy
behavior.

Mao’s criticism increased Khrushchev’s self-doubts. The Soviet leader was
taking an enormous risk. His arms reductions antagonized the military and
created an uncertain future for the giant military-industrial complex, which in-
volved, to varying degrees, 80 percent of the industrial enterprises of the Soviet
Union. His old critics, Molotov, Kaganovich, and Voroshilov, were still party
members who eagerly awaited the collapse of his schemes. Expectations for
Khrushchev’s upcoming trip to Paris and President Eisenhower’s state visit to the
Soviet Union were very high in o≈cial circles, and especially among the Soviet
public. In case of failure, the political authority of the chairman and even his grip
on the party elite would su√er irreparable harm. The Soviet leader, never a skillful
negotiator, abruptly retreated from his euphoria and began to doubt. What if the
Western leaders left him with empty hands?∑∞

Soviet air-defense missiles shot down an American U-2 spy plane on its recon-
naissance flight over Soviet missile bases on May 1, 1960, and Khrushchev seized
this episode to show his toughness not only to the West, but also to the Chinese
and his own military. When Eisenhower unexpectedly claimed responsibility for
the flight, Khrushchev felt betrayed and angry. In Paris, he demanded a personal
apology from the U.S. president, irrevocably ruining his relationship with the
American leader. By the end of 1960, all plans for détente with the United States
were in tatters. The Soviet leader had destroyed the fruits of many months of
pressure and negotiations. Many Soviet diplomats regretted it. Defense Minister
Malinovsky and the military, however, were satisfied because Khrushchev’s New
Look now appeared to be doomed.∑≤

This episode revealed Khrushchev’s lack of diplomatic skills. Khrushchev
wanted some kind of accommodation with the United States, yet ideologically
and psychologically he was ill-prepared to negotiate with Eisenhower and other
Western leaders. The collapse of the Paris summit left Khrushchev with only one
part of his foreign policy standing, the aggressive pressure on the West. The
Soviet leaders decided to wait for the results of the U.S. presidential elections to
find out who his next bargaining partner would be.

The fiasco also demonstrated the tenacity of Khrushchev’s ideological world-
view. He could not stand it when Mao and his own colleagues at home began to
suspect him of being ‘‘soft’’ on Western imperialism. Even before the U-2 inci-
dent, in January 1960, Khrushchev assured the delegates of the Communist par-
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ties in Moscow that his policy of deterrence of war and peaceful coexistence
meant more, not less, support for the ‘‘wars of national liberation’’ in the third
world. After the collapse of great power diplomacy in Paris, he unleashed all his
revolutionary instincts. His long-held conviction that Soviet nuclear power would
accelerate the revolutionary process globally now translated into feverish activity
to promote decolonization. He personally led the Soviet campaign of support of
national-liberation movements in Africa, from Algeria to the Congo. A Soviet
expert on the third world, Georgy Mirsky, recalled that at a time ‘‘when the
revolutionary process in the Western countries was frozen,’’ Khrushchev’s lead-
ership expected ‘‘to use post-colonialist momentum, break into the ‘soft under-
belly of imperialism’ and win sympathies of the millions of people who woke up
to the new life.’’∑≥

This peculiar revival of ‘‘revolutionary’’ diplomacy, almost in the Comintern
style, culminated in Khrushchev’s memorable visit to New York to attend the un
General Assembly in September and October 1960. Confined by the U.S. govern-
ment to Manhattan ‘‘for security reasons,’’ the Soviet leader spent almost a
month crisscrossing the island. He was a whirlwind of energy. He proposed to
radically reform the United Nations, castigated Western colonialism from the un
podium using his shoe to make a point, dashed to Harlem to meet Cuban revolu-
tionary leader Fidel Castro, and denounced American imperialism to anyone who
would listen. In his message to Presidium members, he wrote that he enjoyed
‘‘cursing capitalists and imperialists’’ and yet counted every hour he was forced to
stay in this ‘‘wretched capitalist country’’ and in New York, this ‘‘lair of the
Golden Devil.’’ His behavior in New York, especially the episode with the shoe,
scandalized his own delegation.∑∂

The victory of John F. Kennedy heartened Khrushchev, because his bête noir,
Richard Nixon, lost. Yet he also became convinced that Kennedy was a light-
weight, a spoiled rich young man, unready for serious confrontation. By all
indications, Kennedy was not ‘‘another Franklin Roosevelt,’’ that is, the kind of
partner the Soviets had missed since 1945. Khrushchev felt he could intimidate
the new president by his brinkmanship tactics. His confidence grew after the first
successful space flight of Yuri Gagarin in April 1961. By contrast, Kennedy’s
reputation plummeted after the failed invasion of Cuba at Bay of Pigs by cia-
trained guerrillas.∑∑ It was a moment Khrushchev could not miss, an opportunity
for nuclear pressure on the White House.

On May 26, 1961, Khrushchev told the Presidium that the Soviet Union should
sign a separate treaty with the gdr. Western powers would have to choose
between retreat and nuclear war. He confessed that he could not guarantee what
the Americans would do in response. The Bay of Pigs invasion, he said, was proof
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that the U.S. government was not in the firm hands of one leader but rather
‘‘under influence of various groups and ad hoc situations.’’ Yet Khrushchev con-
cluded that the gamble was worth taking. ‘‘I would say the chance is more than
ninety five percent there would not be a war.’’ The Presidium members, by then all
obedient associates of Khrushchev, did not object. Brezhnev, Suslov, and Gro-
myko supported Khrushchev’s position. Cautious Mikoyan said that the United
States ‘‘might start hostilities without using atomic weapons’’ but assessed this
risk as minimal.∑∏ Encouraged by this fake unanimity, the first secretary behaved
at the summit with Kennedy, in Vienna, Austria, on June 3–4, 1961, with shocking
boorishness. Soviet diplomat Georgy Kornienko was stunned to learn that Khru-
shchev had said to Kennedy that it was better to let the war start now, before the
emergence of new, even more terrible means of warfare. This remark was so
provocative that both U.S. and Soviet o≈cial transcripts omitted it.∑π

Many scholars of the Berlin crisis have taken for granted that Khrushchev was
deterred from unilateral action on West Berlin by Kennedy’s tough counter-
measures. As evidence, they cite Kennedy’s July 25, 1961, speech, in which the
U.S. president took steps to mobilize armed forces and announced that the
Western allies would use all military options to defend their rights in West Berlin.
They also cite the speech by Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric on
October 21, 1961, in which he disclosed that the United States had a large numeri-
cal superiority in nuclear missiles over the Soviet Union. ‘‘We have a second-
strike capability,’’ said Gilpatric, ‘‘which is at least as extensive as what the Soviets
can deliver by striking first. Therefore, we are confident that the Soviets will not
provoke a major nuclear conflict.’’∑∫

Indeed, Khrushchev never acted on his threat to sign a unilateral peace treaty
with the gdr, despite his desire to boost the East German regime and sov-
ereignty. At the same time, Khrushchev’s understanding of American behavior
was di√erent from what the White House sought to project. Soviet intelligence
repeatedly informed the Kremlin leader about the Pentagon’s plans for a preemp-
tive nuclear attack on the Soviet Union, using American strategic superiority.
Apparently this only strengthened his instincts for brinkmanship. Not the per-
ception of Kennedy’s resolve but rather Kennedy’s domestic weakness impressed
the Soviet leader. In August 1961, at the secret meeting of the Warsaw Pact leaders
in Moscow, Khrushchev repeated his lamentations that Kennedy, unlike Eisen-
hower and Dulles, could not be a predictable partner in the brinkmanship game.
If Kennedy pulls back from the brink, like Dulles had done many times, ‘‘he will
be called a coward’’ at home.∑Ω

If so, what could be gained by provoking Kennedy? Khrushchev’s inconsis-
tency began to worry even his friends and allies. A number of leaders of the
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Warsaw Pact, including Walter Ulbricht of the gdr and Georgy Georgiu-Dej in
Rumania, already highly critical of the Soviet leader’s de-Stalinization, began to
have doubts about his foreign policy. The discontent among the Soviet military
continued. Oleg Penkovsky, a high-ranking Soviet gru o≈cial who began to spy
for British and American intelligence in 1960, reported to the cia that some in
the Soviet military grumbled that ‘‘if Stalin were alive, he would have done
everything quietly, but this fool is blurting out his threats and intentions and is
forcing our possible enemies to increase their military strength.’’∏≠

There were other signs that the strategy of nuclear blu≈ng was reaching its
limits. The balance of fear had to be maintained by demonstrating the horrible
potential of ever-more-powerful nuclear weapons. But the construction of pro-
tected silos and the testing of reliable ballistic missiles was far from complete,
despite hectic and costly measures. In October 1960, a new R-16 missile acci-
dentally ignited on a launching pad in Tyuratam, Kazakhstan, killing Marshal
Nedelin, the head of the rvsn, and seventy-three other top designers, engineers,
and o≈cers. In the absence of a credible deterrent, any stopgap measure attracted
the Kremlin’s attention. The Soviet General Sta√ and the kgb competed in
suggesting measures to discourage the United States from contemplating the use
of force.∏∞ On July 10, 1961, Khrushchev informed the managers and scientists of
the atomic complex about a decision to renounce the moratorium on nuclear
tests that had been observed since November 1958. He enthusiastically supported
the idea of nuclear designers Andrei Sakharov and Yakov Zeldovich to test a new
100-megaton device. Khrushchev said, according to Sakharov: ‘‘Let this device
hang over capitalists like the sword of Damocles.’’∏≤

The failure of the U.S.-Soviet summit generated fears of permanent closure of
intra-German borders. A growing number of refugees rushed from East Ger-
many to the West. The rapid deterioration of the situation in the gdr allowed
Ulbricht the opportunity to present the Soviet leader with his own ultimatum.
Either the Soviet leader must sign a separate treaty with the gdr and end the
uncertainty or he would ‘‘lose’’ the gdr. Khrushchev faced a prolonged con-
frontation with the United States—he could see that Kennedy was not about to
give up West Berlin. And signing a separate treaty with the gdr could lead to
Western countermeasures. Khrushchev was not afraid of a nuclear outbreak. But
he did fear economic sanctions against the gdr. The Kremlin leader knew that in
this case the East German economy, heavily dependent on West German sup-
plies, would crash—and the ussr would have to rescue its satellite at a tremen-
dous cost. The estimates ran as high as 400 tons of gold and at least two billion
rubles as credits. For Khrushchev, it was unacceptable. Searching for another
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option, he decided to build the wall around West Berlin. On August 13, 1961,
Berlin became a divided city, and preparations for erecting the permanent struc-
ture began. The Berlin Wall provided, in Khrushchev’s eyes, a substitute for a
provocative unilateral treaty with the Ulbricht regime. The Soviet leader believed
that West Berlin would wither away economically. He also assumed that West
Germany, without its bulwark in the East, would gradually shift from confronta-
tion to negotiation and economic partnership with the Soviet bloc.∏≥ At the same
time, the Kremlin leader continued to maintain his nuclear pressure. In a re-
sponse to Gilpatric’s speech, the Soviet Union detonated the monstrous 100-
megaton bomb at half strength on October 30 above the Arctic Circle at Novaya
Zemlia. A jubilant Khrushchev told the Party Congress: ‘‘When the enemies of
peace threaten us with force, they must be and will be countered with force.’’∏∂

A few days earlier, on September 25, a spat between the Americans and the
East German border guards at Checkpoint Charlie in Berlin grew into a demon-
stration of U.S. military force. Khrushchev immediately ordered Soviet tanks to
advance to the checkpoint. There they stood, their engines running, faced by
American tanks.

Most important, despite the obvious crudity of Soviet behavior in Berlin and
the violation of the test moratorium, Khrushchev demonstrated that he, not
Ulbricht, was in control in East Germany. During the confrontation at Check-
point Charlie, the Soviet leader remained perfectly calm. On October 26, gru
colonel Georgy Bolshakov, a special liaison of the Kremlin with the Kennedys,
reported that the U.S. president wanted to resume talks on the German Question
and find a compromise on West Berlin. Khrushchev withdrew the tanks from
Checkpoint Charlie, and soon the Americans reciprocated. Kennedy’s behavior
confirmed, in Khrushchev’s mind, that the Americans would not start a war over
West Berlin.∏∑ The Soviet leader’s belief in nuclear pressure remained unshak-
able. As 1962 began, Khrushchev told the Presidium members: ‘‘We must in-
crease pressure and let our adversary feel that our strength is growing.’’ He
assured his colleagues that he would know when to stop. ‘‘The game is still worth
playing.’’∏∏

A great problem with Khrushchev’s nuclear brinkmanship was the lack of
clear strategic goals. His allegiance to the revolutionary-imperial paradigm left
Soviet foreign policy straddled, as it had been during the 1920s, between support
of the radicals and revolutionaries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America and the
search for geopolitical accommodation with the West. Khrushchev wanted West-
ern ‘‘imperialism’’ to retreat on all fronts, including West Berlin, but it was an
utterly unrealistic expectation. Khrushchev’s nuclear threats could not substitute
for Soviet lack of capabilities. The chairman’s increasing impulsiveness aggra-
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vated this situation. He made decisions on the basis of his own judgment only,
virtually without analytical input from his colleagues, the Foreign Ministry, the
kgb, or the Ministry of Defense.∏π And he continued to feel a mixture of scorn
and impatience about Kennedy. He told the Presidium that Eisenhower and
Kennedy might consist of ‘‘the same shit’’ as far as the German Question was
concerned. Sakharov recalled Khrushchev saying: ‘‘In 1960 we helped to elect
Kennedy with our policy. But we do not give a damn about Kennedy, if he is tied
hand and foot.’’∏∫ It seemed that brinkmanship spared Khrushchev the need to
look for more complicated and nuanced approaches in foreign a√airs. Mean-
while, the developments in the Caribbean led Khrushchev to take his most dan-
gerous step. On May 21, 1962, he decided to send nuclear missiles to Cuba.

the cuban hurricane

The Cuban missile crisis of October–November 1962 was the ultimate exercise in
nuclear brinkmanship, the one case in which it might well have caused a world
war.∏Ω There has also been an ongoing discussion about the motives that pushed
Khrushchev to send missiles thousands of miles away from the Soviet Union.
Scholars have connected Khrushchev’s gamble in Cuba to his desire to break
Western resistance in West Berlin.π≠ Others have asserted that the missiles in
Cuba were to help the Soviet leader regain his balance.π∞ Recent studies trace the
crisis back to the Soviet leader’s impulsive personality and his increasingly des-
perate search for a panacea, a dramatic gesture to rescue his failing foreign and
domestic policies. William Taubman concludes that the Cuban missiles were
Khrushchev’s ‘‘cure-all that cured nothing.’’π≤ Only recently have scholars come
to recognize how important it was for Khrushchev to protect Cuba against pos-
sible and credible American aggression. Belief in the ultimate victory of Commu-
nism and the desire to accelerate this victory were always factors in Khrushchev’s
motivation and behavior. His nuclear brinkmanship was not only a strategy to
gain geopolitical advantages for the Soviet Union but also an instrument to
constrain Western imperialism, facilitate decolonization, and, ultimately, pro-
mote the global spread of Communism.π≥

The issue of Cuba’s security was linked to the growing problem of Khru-
shchev’s authority in the Communist world and at home. The Cuban Revolution
had become a big factor in Soviet domestic politics, as growing segments of
Soviet leadership, elites, and general public, especially the educated youth, sym-
pathized with Castro and his ‘‘bearded friends’’ (barbudos).π∂ The more the do-
mestic expectations about the ‘‘anti-imperialist’’ revolutions in the third world
grew, the more Khrushchev felt a personal responsibility to promote their fru-
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ition. Troyanovsky wrote in his memoirs ‘‘that Khrushchev constantly feared that
the United States would compel the Soviet Union and its allies to retreat in some
region of the world. Not without reason he believed that he would be held
responsible for that.’’ This feeling grew stronger as Khrushchev heard the in-
creasingly strident accusations from Beijing that he was appeasing the imperial-
ists. Historians Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali demonstrate the crucial
role of this factor in Khrushchev’s decision to deploy the missiles in Cuba.π∑

Khrushchev was not alone in believing that sooner or later the United States
would invade Cuba, most likely during the Kennedy administration. Many intel-
ligence estimates, both Soviet and Cuban, pointed in this direction.π∏ Declassified
American sources on mongoose, the covert actions against Castro’s Cuba,
demonstrate that Khrushchev’s fears were not completely o√ the mark: powerful
elements in the Kennedy administration indeed wanted ‘‘to develop new and
imaginative approaches to the possibility of getting rid of the Castro regime.’’ππ

At the same time, the temptation to improve the Soviet position in the strategic
balance of the superpowers was also great. Troyanovsky believes that Khrushchev
wanted to redress, ‘‘at least partially,’’ the nuclear imbalance between the Soviet
Union and the United States. In 1962, the United States began deploying Minute-
man and Titan missiles that were far superior in quality and quantity to what the
Soviets had in their arsenal. The strategic disparity was rapidly increasing, under-
mining the credibility of Khrushchev’s policy of nuclear pressure.π∫ ‘‘In addition
to protecting Cuba,’’ Khrushchev argued before the Presidium, ‘‘our missiles
would equalize what the West likes to call ‘the balance of power.’ ’’ The Americans
had surrounded the Soviet Union with their missile and air bases. Now ‘‘they
would learn just what it feels like to have enemy missiles pointing at you.’’πΩ Cuba,
of course, was deep inside what the United States perceived as its exclusive sphere
of influence. The American military had absolute predominance in the Caribbean.
This meant that the delivery and deployment of missiles and the huge amount of
supporting equipment and troops would have to be carried out right under the
nose of the Americans. Khrushchev proposed to the Presidium that the Soviet
Union deliver nuclear missiles in secrecy and announce their arrival afterward.
Whatever doubts the members of the Presidium and the Secretariat had, they did
not reveal them and voted unanimously for Khrushchev’s plan. The military called
it ‘‘Anadyr,’’ after a river in Siberia, to mislead Western intelligence.∫≠

The Kennedy administration overlooked a key element in Soviet motivation,
the provocative nature of U.S. actions aimed at Cuba. The consensus in Wash-
ington was that the Soviets would never deploy their nuclear missiles outside of
the ussr. The Americans knew nothing of an important precedent: in the spring
of 1959, at the height of the Berlin crisis, Soviet medium-range missiles and their
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nuclear warheads arrived in the gdr. The Soviets pulled them out in August,
when Khrushchev’s trip to the United States was in preparation.∫∞ This episode
seems to confirm that Khrushchev wanted to create a nuclear-missile force but
not to provoke a war, and to back up his position in talks, in case that would be
necessary.

In July 1962, when the Cuban delegation, with Raul Castro at its head, arrived
in Moscow to sign a secret Soviet-Cuban agreement on missile deployment and
other issues of Cuba’s defense, Khrushchev exuded confidence. But the Cubans
found Khrushchev overconfident and bombastic. If the Yankees find out about
the missiles before the agreement is made public, he told them, there would be
nothing to worry about. ‘‘I am going to grab Kennedy by his balls. If the problem
arises I will send you a message—and that will be signal for you to invite the
Baltic Fleet to visit Cuba.’’∫≤ The Soviet military, despite its earlier quiet criticism
of Khrushchev’s arrogance and recklessness, acted in the same manner. Marshal
Sergei Biryuzov, the commander of the rvsn, who traveled to Cuba to do recon-
naissance, concluded that it would be easy to conceal Soviet missiles among
Cuban palm trees. As it turned out, the top brass simply misled their commander
in chief, because they wanted a base close to their primary enemy.∫≥ From the
beginning, ‘‘Anadyr’’ proposed to deploy on Cuba ‘‘a Group of Soviet Forces
comprising all branches of the Armed Forces,’’ including the dispatch of a squad-
ron of surface ships from the Baltic Fleet and a squadron of submarines. Had the
operation succeeded, the Soviet Union would have had 51,000 troops, missile
bases, and a naval base on the island.∫∂ The combination of Khrushchev’s nuclear
policies and the agenda of the military turned ‘‘Anadyr’’ into a juggernaut that
could no longer be stopped.

As risky as it was, ‘‘Anadyr’’ paled next to other macabre schemes bandied
about by the military. In 1960–62, the leaders of the Soviet space program,
encouraged by the propaganda bonanza after Gagarin’s flight, began to lobby for
the construction of military space stations, presumably capable of launching
nuclear missiles against any part of U.S. territory. General Nikolai Kamanin,
deputy for space to the commander of the Soviet air force, was frustrated that the
high military command and Khrushchev did not see the potential in the militari-
zation of space. He wrote in his diary on September 13, 1962: ‘‘Malinovsky,
[Andrei] Grechko, and [head of the General Sta√ Matvei] Zakharov have been
missing opportunities for us to become the first in creating a space force—I
would even say, an absolute military force which could facilitate the domination
of Communism on Earth.’’∫∑

In May 1959, a military research group headed by engineer Major A. Iroshnikov
sent a proposal to Khrushchev to create twenty to twenty-five artificial islands
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around the United States that could be used as Soviet bases ‘‘for launching atomic
rockets of intermediary range.’’ The project’s authors expected that ‘‘the con-
struction of our islands in the immediate proximity to the vital U.S. centers’’ could
force the U.S. government ‘‘to agree, in the process of further negotiations, to
liquidate its air-fields and missile pads in the countries bordering on the ussr.’’
This scheme reached the desk of Marshal Sokolovsky, who found the whole
project technically feasible but ‘‘ill-advised.’’∫∏ The test of the super bomb in
October 1961 generated other wild-eyed projects. Andrei Sakharov, future recipi-
ent of a Nobel Peace Prize, suggested that a similar device might be launched in a
large torpedo from a submarine. Later, in 1962, academician Mikhail Lavrentiev
wrote a memorandum to Khrushchev proposing the use of a 100-megaton device
to generate an artificial and huge wave, similar to an earthquake-generated tsu-
nami, along the North American coastline. In case of a war with the United States,
Lavrentiev concluded, this could inflict irreparable damage on the enemy. After a
series of tests, Soviet scientists found that the continental shelf would protect
New York City and other U.S. cities from such a super surf. The extraordinary
project was dropped.∫π

On October 22, 1962, Kennedy, prompted by the U-2 aerial reconnaissance
pictures of Soviet missiles in Cuba, publicly denounced the Soviet deployment in
Cuba. From the start, the Soviet leader miscalculated what the initial American
reaction to Soviet deployments in Cuba would be. The Soviets must have hoped
that if the Americans discovered the Soviet missiles, they would try first to ap-
proach the Kremlin through a secret channel and perhaps o√er a trade between
them and the Jupiter missiles in Turkey. Various signals fed this illusion, until
Kennedy went public with his announcement of Soviet ‘‘perfidy.’’ Suddenly the
crisis was a public event, and this, as both sides knew, severely increased pres-
sures on the leadership. Kennedy, at least, had a week of secret deliberations in
his narrow circle before the crisis became public. Khrushchev learned about
Kennedy’s announcement only a day before.∫∫

Just hours before Kennedy’s speech, Khrushchev convened an emergency
Presidium meeting to discuss possible Soviet responses to American actions. He
called the new situation ‘‘tragic.’’ The longer-range Soviet missiles and their
nuclear warheads still had not arrived in Cuba. And the Kremlin had missed the
chance of publicizing the Soviet-Cuban defense treaty and thus lacked inter-
national legal grounds for the deployment of its missiles. The Americans could
try to invade Cuba or launch an air strike against the island. ‘‘If we do not use
nuclear weapons,’’ Khrushchev said, ‘‘then they would capture Cuba.’’ ‘‘In fact,
we do not want to unleash a war,’’ Khrushchev explained. ‘‘We wanted to intimi-
date, to contain the U.S. with regard to Cuba.’’ And now ‘‘they can attack us, and

=Q? G AF 4 1 F A 0I FN E 8 F P : F F PE . A N CN I 8P F P 2 N? E E : F N FPS
C 5 NPE . N F N N 7Q P 0? G . PN EPP ? G PN N MQ P I F? PPF DE I A P F PF ,A /

.N P A CN I PPF DE I   

.
SN

FD
EP

T
E

:
F

N
FPS

C5
NPE

.
N

F
N

-
NFD

EP
N

N
A



nuclear education of khrushchev,  1953 – 1963 147

we shall respond,’’ he concluded. ‘‘This may end in a big war.’’ Khrushchev, as the
Presidium debates reveal, did not want to preclude the possibility of using nuclear
weapons—the essence of his brinkmanship policy. The military supported him;
Marshals Malinovsky, Andrei Grechko, and others disliked the idea of disarming
unilaterally. They believed their U.S. counterparts would not hesitate to use nu-
clear weapons first. Defense Minister Malinovsky read to the Presidium members
the draft instruction to General Issa Pliyev, the commander of Soviet forces in
Cuba: ‘‘If there is a [U.S.] landing, [use] the tactical atomic weapons.’’ The
strategic nuclear missiles could not be used without an order from Moscow. In the
discussion that followed, Anastas Mikoyan objected: ‘‘Doesn’t using these [tacti-
cal] missiles mean the start of a thermonuclear war?’’ Khrushchev vacillated. Still,
after the prolonged debates, he agreed to changes in the instructions to Pliyev. No
nuclear weapons were to be used, even in the event of attack on Cuba.∫Ω As a result,
the Soviet strategic missiles in Cuba were never ready for war. Their nuclear
warheads were kept miles away in special storage sites and stayed there through-
out the crisis.Ω≠ At Malinovsky’s insistence, Khrushchev ordered the commanders
of four Soviet submarines, each armed with a nuclear-tipped torpedo, to ap-
proach the Cuban shore, in order to increase the Soviet nuclear deterrent. The
military claimed, again incorrectly, that this maneuver could be done without the
Americans detecting it. The commanders and political commissars of four Soviet
submarines, which sought to make their way through U.S. antisubmarine de-
fenses, did not have a clear idea of what to do with their nuclear weapons if fired
upon by the U.S. Navy or U.S. aircraft. Some of their leaders were under the
impression that they could use them. Fortunately, they did not do so when the U.S.
Navy destroyers detected the submarines and forced them to the surface.Ω∞

By October 23, Khrushchev had recovered from the initial shock and had
learned that President Kennedy and his brother, Attorney General Robert Ken-
nedy, were also hesitant and fearful. At the Presidium on October 25, he said:
‘‘No doubt, Americans got scared.’’ He acknowledged that strategic missiles
must leave Cuba before the situation reached ‘‘the boiling point,’’ but this mo-
ment had not yet come.Ω≤

On October 27, in the absence of clear intelligence on Kennedy’s intentions,
Khrushchev decided to o√er terms to Kennedy. In his message to the president,
he said that the Soviet Union would remove its missiles from Cuba if the United
States removed ‘‘its analogous weapons from Turkey.’’ Following that, the United
States and the Soviet Union, he continued, ‘‘would pledge to the un Security
Council to respect the integrity of the frontiers and the sovereignty’’ of both Tur-
key and Cuba. Khrushchev backed away from nuclear brinkmanship, to the great
relief of many in the Soviet foreign policy establishment. As Viktor Israelyan, a
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senior o≈cial in the Foreign Ministry, recalls in his recent memoirs, Khru-
shchev’s message evoked a great sigh of relief, and also ‘‘in broad public in Mos-
cow.’’ Israelyan and his colleagues also greeted Khrushchev’s negotiating terms
as providing equal, decent, and mutually acceptable terms of compromise.Ω≥

At a second meeting during the night of October 27, Robert Kennedy and
Anatoly Dobrynin agreed that the Soviets would withdraw the missiles from Cuba
in return for two U.S. concessions, a public pledge not to invade Cuba and a
secret one to take the missiles out of Turkey. Kennedy explained that any publicity
on the missile deal would create an uproar at home and among nato allies and
as a result would undercut his brother’s political standing.Ω∂ The deal looked like
an acceptable and fair option for the Soviets. But simultaneous events dashed
Soviet hopes for a dignified exit from the crisis. Signals from Soviet and Cuban
intelligence, the embassy in the United States, and the Soviet military in Cuba
added to the perception that the situation was rapidly getting out of control. In a
cable written on the night of October 26–27, Fidel Castro advised the Soviet
leader to launch a preemptive nuclear attack in case an American invasion or
strike on Soviet missiles was imminent. At a conference in Havana in 1992,
Castro explained his cable as an attempt to prevent ‘‘a repetition of the events of
the Second World War,’’ when the Nazis had caught the Soviets by surprise.
Khrushchev, however, was aghast. Castro had failed to understand the logic of
his nuclear brinkmanship.Ω∑

Finally, it dawned upon Khrushchev how dangerous the game he had started
was. The chairman’s views on nuclear war were straightforward: once it started,
it could not be limited. In July, Khrushchev had angrily dismissed the new Ameri-
can doctrine of targeting military installations instead of cities. ‘‘What is their
aim?’’ he wondered at the Presidium. He answered: ‘‘To get the population used
to the idea that nuclear war will happen.’’ Armed with such a doctrine, the
American military could now convince Kennedy to start such a war. He sent an
urgent telegram to the commander of the Soviet forces in Cuba, General Pliyev,
confirming ‘‘categorically’’ the ban on using nuclear weapons from planes and
on tactical weapons, as well as on strategic missiles.Ω∏ On the same day, a Soviet
operator of a surface-to-air missile shot down a U-2 plane over Cuba, killing its
pilot. Khrushchev learned about this on Sunday, October 28, and was under the
impression that Castro had ordered the operation. About this time, the gru
informed the Presidium that Kennedy was about to give another televised ad-
dress. It turned out to be a repetition of the ‘‘quarantine speech,’’ but Khrushchev
mistook it for an announcement of war. He immediately accepted American
terms: at 6:00 a.m., Moscow time, only two hours before Kennedy’s speech,
Soviet radio announced to the world the unilateral withdrawal of ‘‘all Soviet
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o√ensive arms’’ from Cuba. The announcement made no mention of the with-
drawal of American missiles from Turkey.Ωπ

Later, Khrushchev’s bravado returned; he maintained that the Soviet retreat
from Cuba was not the defeat Castro and the Chinese Communists perceived it to
be. And he attempted to keep tactical missiles, cruise missiles, and bombers in
Cuba after sending their atomic payloads back to the Soviet Union.Ω∫ On October
30, he gave his own version of what had happened to the Czechoslovak Commu-
nist Party delegation that happened to be in Moscow. ‘‘We knew that the Ameri-
cans wanted to attack Cuba,’’ Khrushchev asserted. ‘‘Both we and the Americans
talked about Berlin—both sides with the same aim, namely to draw attention
away from Cuba; the Americans in order to attack it; we, in order to make the
USA uneasy and postpone the attack.’’ The Soviet leader then said that the Ameri-
cans had been about to start a giant maneuver codenamed ortsac (Castro
spelled backward) at sea with 20,000 marines, a ploy to invade Cuba. ‘‘We believe
that shortly before the start of the maneuvers, their intelligence discovered our
missiles were in Cuba, and the Americans became furious.’’ Castro’s telegram
suggesting a preemptive Soviet nuclear strike prompted Khrushchev to articulate
his views about nuclear warfare. ‘‘It is clear that today with a first strike one
cannot knock the opponent out of the fight. There can always be a counter-strike,
which can be devastating. There are, after all, missiles in the earth, which intel-
ligence does not know about. There are missiles on submarines, which cannot be
knocked out of the fight right away, and so on. What would we gain if we
ourselves started a war? After all, millions of people would die, in our country
too. Only a person who has no idea what nuclear war means, or who has been so
blinded, like Castro, by revolutionary passion, can talk like that.’’ The Soviet
leader hastened to add that it was not he who lost the game of brinkmanship.
‘‘From our intelligence reports we knew that the Americans were afraid of war.
Through certain persons they made it clear they would be grateful if we helped
them get out of this conflict.’’ Khrushchev concluded with this face-saving thesis:
The missiles in Cuba were ‘‘essentially of little military importance’’ to the ussr
and had ‘‘served their main purpose.’’ΩΩ

backing away from the brink

In his memoirs, Mikoyan observed that the crisis began as a pure gamble but
ended ‘‘surprisingly well.’’∞≠≠ What did he mean? Kennedy and Khrushchev both
claimed victory. Yet both were chastened by their experiences in the crisis. They
had a glimpse into the nuclear abyss and discovered that even carefully calculated
schemes of nuclear brinkmanship could lead to a catastrophe. They also realized
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how many things could go wrong during such a crisis.∞≠∞ Troyanovsky observed
Khrushchev closely throughout the events of October, and in his opinion they
‘‘had a tremendous educational value for both sides and both leaders.’’ The crisis
‘‘made them realize, not in theory, but in practical terms, that nuclear annihila-
tion was a real possibility and, consequently, that brinkmanship had to be ruled
out.’’ Above all, Khrushchev dramatically revised his opinion of the U.S. presi-
dent. From now on, he began to regard Kennedy as a valued negotiating partner,
not a pushover target of nuclear brinkmanship.∞≠≤ This was the start of the mu-
tual move toward U.S.-Soviet détente that would blossom, despite many obsta-
cles, ten years later.

The outcome of the Cuban missile crisis killed Khrushchev’s New Look,
although he never admitted it. Public repercussions of the crisis inside the Soviet
Union were minimal, and many Soviet citizens, inured to constant news about
‘‘provocations of American militarism against the island of liberty’’ in the Carib-
bean, did not lose sleep over the crisis until its worst phase was over. Political
elites, however, took the Cuban crisis with utmost seriousness. Moscow party
functionaries decided to send their families to the countryside. When provincial
o≈cials learned more details, they were shocked. A Ukrainian party leader, Petro
Shelest, wrote in his diary in November 1962: ‘‘We stood on the brink of war. In a
word, we created the situation of untenable military tension, and then tried to
extricate ourselves out of it.’’ Shelest and many of his colleagues felt that ‘‘crazy
Nikita’’ got them into a big mess.∞≠≥

The Cuban missile crisis also put an end to Khrushchev’s brinkmanship and
ultimatums regarding West Berlin. In July 1962, the Soviet leader seemed to be
planning to put more pressure on the Western powers there. If the Cuban gamble
had succeeded, Khrushchev would have gained an enormous psychological and
political edge over Kennedy. Yet, from October 22 on, Khrushchev dismissed all
suggestions from his subordinates to respond to the American actions against
Cuba with a blockade of West Berlin.∞≠∂

Unfortunately for Khrushchev, he could not reveal his secret agreement with
Kennedy on withdrawal of American missiles from Turkey. The American media
celebrated Kennedy’s victory, but Khrushchev’s reputation at home su√ered di-
sastrously. Many senior military and diplomats were convinced that Khrushchev
had lost his nerve and hastily accepted the American ultimatum without any
concessions. Negotiations between the Soviet deputy foreign minister, Nikolai
Kuznetsov, the American ambassador to the United Nations, Adlai Stevenson,
and Kennedy’s personal representative, John McCloy, added to this impression.
The Americans skillfully exploited Khrushchev’s plight and rejected any Soviet
attempts to save face. Also, they used Khrushchev’s vague pledge about the
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withdrawal of ‘‘o√ensive weapons’’ (the Kremlin doggedly refused to mention
the presence of Soviet missiles in Cuba in his public speeches) and forced the
Soviets to remove all their weapons systems, including the Ilyushin bombers
Moscow had promised to hand over to the Cubans.∞≠∑ Many in Moscow’s halls of
power believed Khrushchev should not have deployed missiles to Cuba in the first
place, but once he had done so, he should have held his ground. The outcome of
the crisis, with the Soviet weapons leaving Cuba under close U.S. supervision, left
a bad taste for the military high command.∞≠∏

To the Cuban leadership and to Khrushchev’s enemies in Beijing, the end of
the crisis looked like abject capitulation. Khrushchev forgot to consult with
Castro before the public announcement of Soviet withdrawal. He also did not
disclose to Castro the nature of his secret deal with Kennedy, justifiably fearing
that the touchy Cuban leader would treat it as an insult to Cuban sovereignty and
would divulge this secret to the world. Castro, in turn, felt personally betrayed
and believed that Khrushchev had betrayed the Communist cause as well. When
Khrushchev accidentally blurted out the news about the missiles trade-o√ with
Kennedy during Castro’s visit to Moscow in the spring of 1963, the Cuban leader
was livid with fury and humiliation.∞≠π

The crisis cast a long shadow; never again would Soviet leaders risk a head-to-
head clash ‘‘between the two systems’’ in the manner practiced by Khrushchev.
After the harsh Cuban lesson, the Kremlin leaders began to take more seriously
the idea of arms control. The military and the leaders of the huge military-
industrial complex, especially the head of the nuclear ministry, Efim Slavsky, and
the head of the military-industrial commission, Dmitry Ustinov, continued to
oppose any limitations on military development. But an influential scientific
lobby prepared the ground for this change. Many Soviet nuclear scientists were
sympathetic to the worldwide antinuclear campaign. Since the late 1950s and
until his death in February 1960, Igor Kurchatov had lobbied hard for a mora-
torium on nuclear testing.∞≠∫ In early 1963, when both Khrushchev and the Ken-
nedy administration began to move toward agreement on a partial test ban, a
major impulse came from nuclear scientists. Viktor Adamsky, a member of Sa-
kharov’s theoretical group in the nuclear design bureau, Arzamas-16, wrote a
proposal to Khrushchev urging him to accept the terms that had earlier been
o√ered by the Americans but rejected by the Soviets. Sakharov approved the letter
and on the next day flew to Moscow to show it to the atomic minister, Efim
Slavsky. The latter agreed to transmit the letter to Khrushchev. The scientists
succeeded in pressing the right buttons to please Khrushchev. A few days later,
Slavsky informed Sakharov that Khrushchev had accepted the proposal.∞≠Ω

At that time, the Soviets could not overcome their mistrust of intrusive inspec-
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tions and the presence of nato inspectors on Soviet territory. Even Khrushchev,
who would speak eloquently in his memoirs about the ‘‘malaise’’ of Stalinist
xenophobia, remained adamant on this point. He told his Presidium colleagues
that even two or three inspections, his initial negotiating position in talks with
the United States, would mean ‘‘letting spies’’ into the Soviet Union. Even if the
Western powers agree, ‘‘we do not need it.’’ By 1963, the Soviet atomic program
no longer required large-scale atmospheric tests to build a strategic arsenal and
achieve strategic parity with the Americans. Most important, the partial test ban
did not require on-site inspections. When the issue of inspection was dropped,
the last obstacle to the agreement fell. On August 5, 1963, the American-British-
Soviet negotiations ended in the signing in the Kremlin of the Limited Test-Ban
Treaty. Khrushchev’s son recalls that the Soviet leader was ‘‘extraordinarily glad,
even happy,’’ with this achievement.∞∞≠

Meanwhile, Khrushchev openly attacked Chinese ‘‘revolutionary’’ rhetoric on
war and peace.∞∞∞ In his speech to the Supreme Soviet in December 1962, he
ridiculed the Chinese notion of imperialism as ‘‘a paper tiger.’’ ‘‘This paper tiger,
he said, has atomic teeth and this cannot be regarded frivolously.’’ In July 1963,
the Soviet leadership was determined ‘‘to cross the swords publicly with the
Chinese’’; their main goal at the meeting of the Warsaw Pact that month was to
rally the support of allies against Beijing. As the U.S. embassy correctly con-
cluded at that time, the ‘‘outbreak of virtually undeclared war’’ between Moscow
and Beijing in the spring of 1963 ‘‘explained Soviet acceptance of a partial test ban
agreement which it could have had at any time during the past year.’’∞∞≤

These perceptions led to a bizarre episode in Soviet-U.S. relations. Against the
background exchanges and consultations with Khrushchev on the test ban, the
Kennedy administration implicitly and sometimes explicitly proposed combining
e√orts to thwart the Chinese nuclear program. On July 15, Kennedy instructed his
negotiator, Averell Harriman, ‘‘to elicit K’s view of means of limiting or prevent-
ing Chinese nuclear development and his willingness either to take Soviet action
or to accept U.S. action aimed in this direction.’’ This was a scarcely concealed
probe on the idea of a preventive strike on Chinese nuclear facilities. Harriman
and other U.S. representatives met with Khrushchev several times in the period
between July 15 and July 27 and discussed this matter, but to their disappoint-
ment, ‘‘Khrushchev and Gromyko have shown no interest and in fact brushed
subject o√ on several occasions.’’∞∞≥ As it happened, the American proposal
came at the worst possible moment, when both the meeting of the Warsaw
Treaty Organization and the secret Sino-Soviet ideological discussions were tak-
ing place in Moscow. For ideological reasons, Khrushchev could not risk a secret
alliance with Washington.∞∞∂
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In hindsight, Khrushchev stands out as a rare case of a nuclear optimist.
His nuclear brinkmanship was exceptionally crude and aggressive, reckless and
ideology-driven. The architect of the New Look played hardball. But he relied
more on his instincts than on strategic calculations. And he was not a mas-
ter of diplomatic compromise. His improvisations, lack of tact, rudeness, and
spontaneity let him down, after several strokes of luck. His ideological beliefs,
coupled with his emotional vacillations between insecurity and overconfidence,
made him a failure as a negotiator. Also, the Soviet leader was never able to come
to a systematic or consistent conclusion regarding nuclear strategy. There re-
mained a huge gap in Soviet political and military thinking between the emphasis
on nuclear weapons as a means of prevention of war and the o≈cial military
doctrine with its pursuit of ‘‘victory’’ at any cost in a future war. At their internal
meetings after the Cuban missile crisis, the head of General Sta√, Zakharov, the
minister of defense, Malinovsky, and the head of rvsn, Biryuzov, admitted that
the outcome of a war between the superpowers would be decided by a massive
wave of nuclear strikes. At the same time, they clearly wanted to quash Khru-
shchev’s schemes of sharp cuts of conventional arms. On February 7, 1963,
Malinovsky, at an internal military conference, said that all branches and types of
Soviet armed forces should be preserved and developed, since there could emerge
‘‘local non-nuclear wars,’’ for instance in South Vietnam, and since even ‘‘in
thermonuclear war’’ it would be necessary ‘‘to eliminate the remnants of the
enemy’s forces and keep the captured territories under control.’’ Not surpris-
ingly, after the downfall of Khrushchev in October 1964, his successors began to
pursue numerical parity with nato, a choice that required enormous expendi-
tures and, eventually, would lead to overextension of the Soviet economy.∞∞∑

Khrushchev’s threats to the West and the military doctrine of victory in nuclear
war that he imposed on the Soviet military left a dark shadow on Soviet-U.S.
relations. Khrushchev’s missile rattling left a profound impression in the U.S.
political leadership and strategic analytical communities. It took twelve years of
careful diplomacy and an extraordinarily costly military buildup for Khrushchev’s
successors to reach the same stage of negotiating with Western powers that he
had squandered in May 1960. But even the years of détente could not repair the
damage Khrushchev had done. His attempt to browbeat Kennedy in Vienna
haunted several U.S. presidents. Similarly, for a long time, Americans continued
to be allergic to any Soviet activities around Cuba, which resulted in the mini-
crises of 1970 and 1979. The neoconservative pundits in the mid-1970s used the
publications of Khrushchev’s era, including Military Strategy, to argue that the
Soviets indeed intended to fight and win nuclear war.
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Soviet Cold War cartoon of 1949. What appears to be Harry Truman and Winston 
Churchill promoting NATO is actually macabre Pentagon warmongers in disguise. 
(Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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Josef Stalin and his future apostate Nikita Khrushchev at Lenin’s mausoleum, 
sometime in 1949–50. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)

Khrushchev heading for work at the Kremlin, flanked by Georgy Malenkov and 
Anastas Mikoyan, 1954. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)
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Armed and dangerous. Khrushchev liked nuclear brinkmanship, but he also liked 
shooting ducks. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian Federation, 
Moscow)

Heroes of a superpower. First cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, at left, at a reception 
with Commander in Chief Khrushchev in April 1961. Left to right: Defense Minister 
Marshal Rodion Malinovsky (hidden behind Gagarin), Marshal Andrei Grechko, 
Khrushchev, Chief of General Staff Marshal Matvei Zakharov, Commander of the 
Strategic Rocket Forces Kirill Moskalenko, Marshal Vasily Sokolovsky (?), and 
commander of Moscow’s anti-air defense Pavel Batitsky. (Courtesy of the Archive 
of the President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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Voyage of peace? Khrushchev advertised 
himself as “the fighter for peace,” but instead 
he made his reputation by exercising ham-
fisted tactics of brinkmanship. (Courtesy of 
the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)

Leonid Brezhnev takes part in the Victory 
Parade on Red Square, June 24, 1945. Later he 
attended Stalin’s banquet. Twenty years later, as 
the general secretary of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union, he continued to admire the 
warlord Stalin. (Courtesy of the Archive of the 
President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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Brezhnev once said, “Charm can take you a long way in politics.” He used it well, as 
long as his health allowed it. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)
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Protesters denouncing 
the “Chinese aggressors” 
who had once been Soviet 
“friends forever,” 1969. This 
generation of Soviet people 
hailed and then denounced 
Stalin and Khrushchev. 
(Courtesy of the Archive of 
the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)

“Détente” means 
“relaxation.” Brezhnev and 
West German state secretary 
Egon Bahr after a relaxing 
hunting trip in Zavidovo, 
Russia, 1971. (Courtesy of 
the Archive of the President 
of the Russian Federation, 
Moscow)
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The Old Guard’s exit. Mikhail Gorbachev and the Politburo “elders” at the Moscow 
train station around 1981. In the front row, left to right, are Gorbachev, Andrei 
Gromyko, Nikolai Tikhonov, Leonid Brezhnev, Mikhail Suslov, Konstantin Chernenko, 
Yuri Andropov, Boris Ponomarev, and Brezhnev’s son-in-law Yuri Churbanov. Behind 
Brezhnev are Dmitry Ustinov and Viktor Grishin. (Courtesy of the Archive of the 
President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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Somber Gorbachev at the end of 1991. After six years of lofty promises of reforms, 
he presided over the dissolution of the Soviet “empire.” (Courtesy of the Archive of 
the President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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( CHAPTER 6 )

THE SOVIET HOME FRONT

FIRST CRACKS, 1953–1968

★

The Soviet way of life can breed its own enemies.

It generates and educates its adversaries.

—Historian Sergei Dmitriev, in his diary, October 1958

As the drama of the Cuban missile crisis unfolded, the intelligentsia of Moscow
and Leningrad hardly noticed it. In early November 1962, the members of the
intelligentsia, as well as millions of other Soviet readers, were frantically looking
for copies of a thick literary journal that had just published Alexander Solzheni-
tsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, about the fate of a Russian peasant in
Stalin’s concentration camp.∞ During the second decade of the Cold War, mo-
mentous changes began to take place on the Soviet home front, in society and
culture, in public opinion and collective identities.

The Cold War was not just another great power confrontation. It was also a
clash between opposite social and economic projects, a theater of cultural and
ideological warfare. As such, David Caute concludes, it was shaped ‘‘by the
shared and bitterly contested heritage of the European Enlightenment; and, not
least, by the astonishing global ascendancy of printing presses, of film, radio,
and television, not overlooking the proliferation of theaters and concert halls
open to the broad public, particularly in the ussr.’’≤

Recent studies have concluded that global confrontation and this competition
of ideologies profoundly a√ected American society just as the modernization of
American culture and society began to influence U.S. foreign policy and inter-
national behavior.≥ And a similar interaction occurred on the Soviet side. The
‘‘new’’ foreign policy and Khrushchev’s denunciation of Stalin at the Party Con-
gress in February 1956 took place at the time of rapid modernization of Soviet
society. Restricted to small groups of elites and militarized industries under
Stalin, this modernization became a much broader phenomenon after his death.
The demands of competition with the United States forced the Soviet leader-
ship not only to promote science and technology but also to expand higher
education and to give more freedom and power to the scientific and engineering
elites. From 1928 to 1960, the number of college students grew twelve-fold and
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reached 2.4 million. The number of college-educated professionals increased
from 233,000 to 3.5 million.∂ The post-Stalin rulers wanted to prove that the
Soviet model could produce a happy society of creative and highly educated
people. Khrushchev and other members of the Presidium agreed to sharply re-
duce work hours and taxes; they increased investments in public housing, educa-
tion, mass culture, and the health system. They also set out to create modern
urban infrastructures and consumer-oriented industries, neglected or disman-
tled during the Stalin years. According to Russian historian Elena Zubkova,
‘‘Government policy, it seemed, did in fact turn its face to the people.’’∑ By the
early 1960s, government social policies and economic growth boosted optimism
among the Soviet population, especially among professionals and students, the
growing educated ‘‘middle class.’’∏

The cultural Thaw and de-Stalinization unleashed by Khrushchev were also
far-reaching, although by no means inevitable, factors in Soviet modernization.
The gray uniformity of Stalinist culture also started to lessen. Soviet citizens, as
their fear of political repression subsided, began to speak in increasingly di-
verse voices. Passive resistance to unpopular state practices grew, and ‘‘oases’’ of
thinking, relatively free from state propaganda, began to spread.π These develop-
ments attracted the close attention of Western scholars.∫ Recently, Jeremi Suri has
argued that de-Stalinization during the 1960s led to the dissident movement,
which, in turn, together with the movements in Central Europe, began to chal-
lenge the fundamentals of the Soviet regime. This led the Kremlin leadership to a
more conservative, détente-oriented diplomacy.Ω Suri’s view exaggerates the im-
pact of the dissident movement and downplays other important motives behind
the Soviet policy of détente. It is, nevertheless, a promising first attempt to
connect histories that too long have remained disconnected.

In this chapter, I argue that the Thaw and Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization proj-
ect did not have an immediate visible e√ect on Soviet foreign policy. It was,
however, intimately related to the outcome of the Cold War. It produced far-
reaching divisions within the educated strata of Soviet society and marked the
end of the total isolation of Soviet society from the West. The destruction of
Stalin’s cult wounded the Soviet ideological consensus. It is beyond the scope of
this book to analyze changes that occurred in specific branches of the Soviet
bureaucracy (the military, secret police, party elites), as well as among workers,
various nationalities, war veterans, and so on. The focus here is on the elite
groups and networks that emerged in the late 1950s and moved to the center of
political and cultural life thirty years later, during the final stage of the Cold War
drama. These elites were ‘‘enlightened’’ party apparatchiks, intellectuals, artists,
and writers of Moscow and other major urban centers who called themselves
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shestidesyatniki, or ‘‘men and women of the Sixties,’’ and who were determined
to reform and liberalize their country. Their collective e√orts would provide
the essential background for the dramatic shift in Soviet international behavior
under Mikhail Gorbachev from 1985 to 1989.

the thaw

Stalin’s regime shaped Soviet intellectual life and mass culture for decades. Many
elements of Stalinist propaganda and mass culture outlived terror and even Com-
munism itself and continue to a√ect people even in today’s Russia. Beginning in
the 1930s, Stalin’s goal was to instill in intellectuals, cultural elites, and the
masses the ideas of service to great power interests, vigilance toward internal
enemies, and readiness to go to war against external foes. Stalin’s preparations
for a showdown with the United States in turn determined the direction and focus
of Soviet propaganda and cultural policies. In the spirit of the revolutionary-
imperial paradigm, the o≈cial propaganda promoted Russian great power chau-
vinism and the idea of the central role of the Soviet Union in world a√airs.∞≠

Recent historical research reveals that Stalin acted as the supreme editor of
Soviet culture, that is, the narratives of the o≈cial discourse defining collective
identities, values, and beliefs.∞∞ In no other regime in modern history, aside from
Nazi Germany, did the promotion of culture (kultura) preoccupy the political
leadership so much and involve such considerable expenditure. A number of
cultural institutions, among them the Bolshoi Theater and leading museums in
Moscow and Leningrad, benefited from state munificence. Stalin cultivated and
nurtured the creative elites, especially writers, whom he called ‘‘engineers of
human souls.’’ After 1934, the members of the Soviet Writers’ Union, de facto
members of the state propaganda machinery, became a privileged class. Estab-
lished writers got millions of copies of their books published, and privileged
artists and sculptors grew rich from state orders. A Russian cultural historian,
Maria Zezina, observed that by the time of Stalin’s death ‘‘a vast majority of
creative intelligentsia was sincerely devoted to Soviet power and did not dream of
any opposition to it.’’∞≤

At the same time, countless writers, musicians, artists, and other cultural
figures fell victim to purges and spent decades in the Gulag. The decline of the
arts was especially striking, as the brilliance, diversity, and avant-garde experi-
ments of the 1920s gave way to triumphant conformism, kitsch, and mediocrity.
The cultural avant-garde was banned as ‘‘formalistic’’ and ‘‘anti-national.’’ All
had to conform to the doctrine of ‘‘socialist realism,’’ o≈cially imposed in 1946.
This doctrine promoted creation of a false world in accordance with Stalin’s
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ideological prescription—the world of the Big Lie, in sharp contrast with Soviet
realities. The doctrine of ‘‘social realism’’ was not just a part of the ruling ideol-
ogy. It was embedded in all mechanisms of cultural production, including the
hierarchy of ‘‘creative unions’’ and collective self-censorship.∞≥ The cultural es-
tablishment was divided into unspoken factions, in a vicious fight for resources
and privileges. All this resulted in a rapid decline not only of the quantity but
ultimately of the quality of the Soviet Union’s ‘‘cultural output.’’

Stalin’s meddling in the realm of science brought even more contradictory
results. On the one hand, in nuclear, missile, and armament programs, he pro-
moted the young cadres, entrusted them with crucial tasks, and showered them
with considerable perks and privileges. Igor Kurchatov, appointed the scientific
director of the atomic project, wrote down after his conversation with the leader:
‘‘Comrade Stalin loves Russia and Russian science.’’ After 1945, Soviet scientists
and university professors became a privileged caste; their salaries were far above
average. At the same time, the Kremlin ruler’s direct and often obsessive inter-
ference promoted Trofim Lysenko’s pseudoscientific monopoly in biology and
resulted in the ban on genetics and cybernetics.∞∂

Anti-Semitism became a part of state policies that greatly a√ected all intellec-
tual and cultural spheres of life. The anti-Semitic campaign reached its climax in
January 1953 after Stalin unleashed ‘‘the Kremlin doctors’ a√air.’’ Soviet propa-
ganda news claimed that there was a conspiracy between prominent Soviet physi-
cians (‘‘the Kremlin doctors’’) and Zionist organizations in the United States,
with the goal of murdering members of the Soviet political and military leader-
ship. At any moment, Stalin might order the deportation of Soviet Jews to the Far
East. The anti-Semitism had an enormous divisive and corroding influence on
Soviet elites and the educated society. In particular, it gave rise to anti-Stalinist
and eventually anti-Soviet sentiment in educated circles—doctors, professors,
educators, writers, journalists, professionals, and the creative intelligentsia in
general—where persons of Jewish descent had been strongly represented since
the 1920s.∞∑

Hopes for liberalization and a better life that had been building among intel-
lectuals and cultural elites since the war of 1941–45 grew in educated circles of
Soviet society. Sharp observers realized that Stalinist policies in cultural, intel-
lectual, and scientific spheres, as well as everywhere else, had reached an im-
passe.∞∏ After Stalin’s death, the framework and basic mechanisms of state con-
trol over education, culture, and science continued essentially unchanged. Yet the
anti-Semitic witch hunt, and the mass hysteria and preparations for pogroms,
ended after Stalin’s death. The harsh propaganda of militarism and Russian
nationalism ebbed; the new Soviet leaders called for restoration of ‘‘socialist
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legality.’’ Gradually, the shocking shifts of 1953, including rehabilitations of the
first groups of political prisoners from the Gulag and the sharp reduction of the
power of the secret police and its network of secret informers, made room for the
cultural Thaw.

The new leader, Nikita Khrushchev, was not a new Great Teacher guiding
people’s minds and capturing their imaginations. Nikita was strikingly under-
educated and erratic. He neither wanted to nor could direct Soviet culture. He was
obviously tipsy at his first meeting with Soviet writers in the spring of 1957.
Possessing no means to charm his guests, he tried to remonstrate and intimidate
them. The result was disastrous. In contrast to Stalin, Khrushchev was a joke; his
behavior left intellectuals amused, appalled, and humiliated at once. A popular
saying, a pun on Khrushchev’s denunciation of ‘‘the personality cult’’ of Stalin,
went: ‘‘There was a cult, but at least there was also a personality.’’∞π

In the fall of 1953, Novy Mir published several literary essays by Vladimir
Pomerantsev that contained a simple thesis: a writer should write with candor
about what he or she thinks and sees. This was a first dig at socialist realism and
the mendacity of Stalinist culture. Pomerantsev had spent several years outside
the Soviet Union, working for the Soviet Military Administration in Germany.
This may have spared him from the paralysis of fear and self-censorship that
entrapped many of his colleagues.∞∫ During 1954 and 1955, university dormi-
tories in Moscow, Leningrad, and other cities were abuzz with debates about
‘‘candor’’ in literature and life that quickly became debates about the gap between
ideological promise and Soviet reality. Those debates involved future Soviet dissi-
dents, visiting students from Central Europe, and those who later made success-
ful careers in the League of Communist Youth (Komsomol) and the party. Among
them were two dorm roommates: a Czech student, Zdenek Mlynar, who would
become a leading figure in the ‘‘Prague Spring’’ in 1968, and Mikhail Gorbachev,
who would become the last general secretary of the Communist Party of the ussr
three decades later.

A creative minority of theater directors, film directors, editors of magazines,
lawyers, historians, and philosophers began to test the limits of state censorship,
venturing over the boundaries of party discipline in search of innovation and
originality.∞Ω Writer Ilya Ehrenburg, Stalin’s emissary to Western pro-Soviet intel-
lectuals, wrote a novel, The Thaw, that gave the name to the new era. Alexander
Tvardovsky and Konstantin Simonov began to transform the journal Novy Mir
into an outlet for talented and unorthodox literary works. Film directors Mikhail
Kalatozov, Mikhail Romm, and other stars of the Soviet ‘‘factories of dreams’’
came out with films extolling humanistic values and virtues. These people, aided
by more sympathetic o≈cials in charge of cultural a√airs, formed the milieu in
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which a new generation of talented men and women grew up and reached for
greater freedom.≤≠

The cultural Thaw evolved into a much more radical phenomenon after Khru-
shchev’s secret speech. Khrushchev had neither the vision nor the intellectual
ability to foresee the consequences of this speech. The text of his secret speech
was leaked to the West. The U.S. State Department published the report, and
soon cia-funded Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe began to broadcast it, to
the dismay of Communists in the East and the West.≤∞ Inside the Soviet Union,
Khrushchev sent the secret speech to local party organizations with the instruc-
tion to read it to all rank-and-file party members and even broader audiences of
‘‘working collectives,’’ the total number probably being twenty to twenty-five mil-
lion people. The report put the entire ideological and propaganda apparatus into
a state of paralysis. At universities, working sites, and even in the streets, people
spoke their minds—o≈cials, the kgb, and secret informers were speechless.≤≤

Millions of people in the Soviet Union wanted to know more than the speech
revealed. Sergei Dmitriev wrote in his diary: ‘‘There is no serious interpretation of
the facts in the speech. Its implications for foreign policy can hardly be under-
stood. And what is its domestic meaning? At schools students began to tear
Stalin’s portraits o√ the walls and trample them under their feet. They ask: who
created the cult of personality? If there was only one personality, what did the rest
of the party do? Every party committee in every region, district, and area had their
‘vozhd’ and heroes.’’≤≥

Some Soviet students, according to an American observer, felt that ‘‘their faith
had been shattered, and henceforth they could believe in nothing’’ that the Soviet
regime told them to believe in.≤∂ At the end of May 1956, students at Moscow
State University boycotted the university canteen, which was notorious for its bad
food. It was a semi-intentional reenactment of the revolt on the battleship Potem-
kin during the revolution of 1905—the episode was widely known to the Soviet
people from Sergei Eisenstein’s celebrated film. Instead of a crackdown, ba√led
authorities negotiated with the students. Only later were some of them expelled
and sent to live in the provinces.≤∑

During the fall semester, students at many universities in Moscow, Leningrad,
and elsewhere produced posters, bulletins, and journals unauthorized by the
authorities. The autumn revolutions in Poland and then in Hungary had a consid-
erable impact not only on the neighboring regions of Western Ukraine and the
Baltic but also on students in Moscow, Leningrad, and other major cities. After
the Soviet army suppressed the Hungarian revolution in November 1956, stu-
dents at the Moscow and Leningrad universities gathered for meetings of soli-
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darity with Hungary.≤∏ Some hotheads itched for action. In the Archangel region,
a young man distributed a leaflet comparing Soviet power to the Nazi regime.
The leaflet read: ‘‘Stalin’s Party is a criminal and anti-national [organization]. It
degenerated and turned into a closed group consisting of degenerates, cowards,
and traitors.’’ Future dissident Vladimir Bukovsky, then in high school, dreamed
of getting weapons and storming the Kremlin.≤π

As their predecessors had done a century earlier in czarist Russia, radicalized
students turned to literature for guidance. The focus of their attention was the
new novel Not by Bread Alone, by Vladimir Dudintsev, published in Novy Mir. The
novel described a conflict between an honest innovator and the bureaucrats who
tormented him and blocked his creative activity. Meetings between writers and
students encouraged radicalism. Konstantin Simonov, the editor of Novy Mir,
spoke publicly about the need to repeal the 1946 party resolutions on party
censorship of literature and art. Widely respected writer Konstantin Paustovsky
spoke about a new class of conservative and obtuse careerists in science, culture,
and other fields. He expressed the conviction that the Soviet people ‘‘would get
rid of this group.’’ These words electrified students and they spread around
Russia in handwritten copies. Others took Dudintsev’s book as a judgment on
the whole Communist ruling elite. One anonymous letter to the Ukrainian Writ-
ers Union read: ‘‘Dudintsev is thousand times correct. There is a whole group in
power, the product of the terrible past.’’ The author of the letter called himself ‘‘a
representative of a quite numerous strata of medium Soviet intelligentsia.’’ ‘‘We
opened our eyes,’’ the letter concluded. ‘‘We learned to tell truth from lie. There
can be no return to the past. The edifice of lies that people like you helped to erect
is falling apart. And it will collapse.’’≤∫

Breaking with the Stalinist Big Lie did not automatically mean a break with
Communist ideology and the revolutionary legacy. In the prevailing mentality, a
profound hunger for personal freedom warred with a sincere belief in the validity
of socialist collectivism.≤Ω Other sources also demonstrate that 1956 was only the
beginning of a great ‘‘emancipation of mind’’ from the ideas of a Communist
utopia.≥≠ There were many who regarded de-Stalinization as a path to restore the
values and norms of the first postrevolutionary years and of ‘‘the true Leninism.’’
At the end of a three-day meeting of the Moscow Writers’ Union, after the
discussion of the secret speech, the audience spontaneously sang ‘‘The Inter-
national.’’ A future dissident, Raisa Orlova, was overwhelmed: ‘‘Finally, the true
and pure revolutionary ideal has returned, something you can give yourself to
without reservations.’’≥∞ Marat Cheshkov, then a member of a clandestine group of
Moscow intellectuals, recalled: ‘‘For me, and also for the majority of the politically
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engaged youth, Marxism-Leninism remained the unshakable foundation.’’ He
also admitted he ‘‘could not conceive, firstly, a society without the socialist order,
secondly, without a politically centralized organization, i.e., the Party.’’≥≤

Anti-Stalinist socialist radicalism was centered in Moscow and Leningrad, at
universities and in educated circles. The provinces, where the intelligentsia was
inconsequential and dispersed, remained quiet and conformist. After coming to
Moscow State University from the provincial Rostov University, Alexander Bovin,
a future ‘‘enlightened’’ adviser of Leonid Brezhnev, was surprised to find that he
was far too moderate for his classmates. ‘‘I was not ready for such a high-pitch
democratic and anti-Stalinist mood.’’ Bovin disagreed with ‘‘unabashed’’ criti-
cism of the party and the entire Soviet system; he also defended Soviet policies in
Poland and Hungary. Other students interrupted and booed him down.≥≥ Coin-
cidentally, these skirmishes took place at the department of philosophy from
which another student, Mikhail Gorbachev’s wife, Raisa Maximovna, had gradu-
ated just one year earlier. Bovin would later become an ‘‘enlightened’’ apparat-
chik, advocating cautious liberalization from above.

The bulk of the party and state bureaucracy, the military, and the secret po-
lice was forced to support Khrushchev’s course of de-Stalinization, but pri-
vately these people resented its radicalism and ideological implications. Dmitry
Ustinov, the man in charge of the military-industrial complex and secretary of the
Central Committee after March 1965, would continue to fume twenty years after
Khrushchev’s fall that ‘‘no one enemy brought us so much harm as Khrushchev
did in his policy towards the past of our party and our state, and towards Sta-
lin.’’≥∂ Thousands from the military, diplomatic, and economic managers circles
felt that their lives and achievements, especially during the Great Patriotic War,
were compromised by the criticism of Stalin. Others felt that Khrushchev and
the political oligarchs just wanted to turn Stalin into a scapegoat. General Petr
Grigorenko was o√ended by Khrushchev ‘‘dancing the cancan on the tomb of the
great man.’’≥∑

At first, the confusion in the state bureaucracies and the kgb allowed for
spontaneous de-Stalinization from below. The o≈cials in charge of censorship,
propaganda, and media were confused. On the one hand, the new radicalism of
students and intellectuals frightened them. One the other hand, few of them
wanted to resort to repressions only a few months after the denunciation of
Stalin, without a clear signal from above.≥∏ In November 1956, the Soviet invasion
of Hungary restored the conservative majority’s self-confidence. The invasion
came as a cold shower for radical anti-Stalinists, especially students, who real-
ized, as one of them recalled, ‘‘that in this country we were completely alone. The
masses were possessed by absolute chauvinism. 99% of the population shared
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entirely the imperial aspirations of the authorities.’’≥π Many intellectuals, even
those who advocated de-Stalinization, rallied hastily under the Soviet banners.
They were eager to demonstrate that they never had had any doubts about the
Soviet cause in the Cold War. Almost seventy Soviet writers signed the ‘‘open
letter’’ to Western colleagues justifying the military action. Among them were the
leaders of the cultural Thaw: Ehrenburg, Tvardovsky, and Paustovsky.≥∫

In December 1956, Khrushchev and the Politburo concluded that the unrest
among intellectuals and students endangered political control over the society.≥Ω

Hundreds, perhaps thousands, were expelled from research institutions and
universities. The kgb made arrests around the country to suppress dissent. The
authorities restored the quotas limiting the number of children of intellectuals
among university students; they also took measures to increase the numbers of
‘‘children of workers and peasants’’ in the student body.∂≠

The events of 1956 revealed Soviet leaders’ fear of the subversive potential of
intellectuals and cultural elites. A special three-day meeting at central party head-
quarters with a group of writers resembled the Spanish Inquisition. Dmitry
Shepilov, the most educated member of the new leadership, told writers that the
1946 policies in the cultural sphere would remain in force as long as the Cold War
continued. When Konstantin Simonov, the editor of Novy Mir, asked the party
bosses for permission to write a little bit of ‘‘truth about the realities’’ in the
country, Shepilov rejected this request. Now, he said, as before, the United States
sought to undermine Soviet society with ideological and cultural means. There-
fore, literature must stay completely at the service of the party and serve its
national security policies.∂∞

This Cold War rationale would slow down the liberalization of Soviet cultural
and educational policies for decades to come. Soviet cultural elites feared being
branded as anti-Soviet and consequently as unpatriotic. The reaction reached a
climax in the so-called Pasternak a√air. In spring 1956, poet Boris Pasternak
finished his novel Doctor Zhivago, which depicted the tragic fate of the Russian
intelligentsia after the revolution. He submitted the manuscript to Novy Mir. At
the same time, he broke the Soviet taboo and sent the manuscript to Italy, to the
Communist maverick publisher Giacomo Feltrinelli. Novy Mir rejected the manu-
script, and in November 1957, Doctor Zhivago appeared in print in the West and
became a world literary sensation. In October 1958, Pasternak received the Nobel
Prize for literature. Khrushchev unleashed a huge campaign to denounce Paster-
nak, which became a test of the loyalty of the entire Soviet cultural establishment.
As in December 1956, the authorities cited the bipolar logic of the Cold War:
those who are not completely with us are against us. Stalinism seemed to be
back, as the entire state apparatus wielded its power to crush one individual. In a
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frenzy of ostentatious patriotism, mixed with fear of losing state favors, the vast
majority of Soviet writers voted to expel Pasternak as a traitor from the Writers’
Union and even demanded his expulsion from the Soviet Union. Pasternak was
forced to renounce the Nobel Prize, and his health gave out under the strain. He
died of cancer on May 30, 1960.∂≤

The swift restoration of ‘‘order’’ in 1956 and the Pasternak a√air were sober-
ing reminders to those who expected quick change. Still, the momentum of
grassroots de-Stalinization continued. The control of state ideological and cul-
tural institutions over the younger generation and cultural elites continued to
erode.

the enemy image blurs

After Stalin’s death, the Soviet Union slowly began to open up to the outside
world. In 1955, Soviet authorities authorized foreign tourism, banned under
Stalin. They also eased a nearly total ban on foreign travel for Soviet citizens. In
1957, 2,700 Americans visited the Soviet Union, and over 700,000 Soviet citizens
traveled abroad. But only 789 of these visited the United States.∂≥ The closed
nature of Soviet society and the state control of the flow of information generated
enormous curiosity in Soviet society about the outside world and especially about
America and Americans. The few American tourists and educational and cultural
exchange visitors became the objects of immense curiosity. During the summer
of 1957, a young Yale graduate (and future cia analyst and diplomatic historian),
Raymond Gartho√, traveled around the Soviet Union and met with hundreds of
students. Outside Leningrad, he and his colleague found themselves surrounded
by 150 students at an agricultural college. Students were so excited and grateful
for the opportunity that they escorted the two Americans in a ceremonial march
to the train station.∂∂

Many Soviet citizens, avid readers, found their windows to the West in trans-
lated literature. After Stalin’s death, a great number of works of American writers
in translation, among them Ernest Hemingway, John Steinbeck, and J. D. Salin-
ger, were published in hundreds of thousands of copies; they were available in
thousands of public libraries around the Soviet Union. American films became
another window into the New World for the curious public. After World War II,
state authorities authorized a controlled release of trophy German and American
films captured in Europe. These were mostly musicals, light-hearted comedies,
and soap operas. The response of the Soviet public, from children to the old, to
these releases was wildly enthusiastic. Music from American films, especially
swing by Glenn Miller’s orchestra, successfully competed with the Russian clas-
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sics repertoire. The Tarzan series with Johnny Weismuller and His Butler’s Sister with
Deanna Durbin became as much a part of the generational experience as Ameri-
can canned food from Lend-Lease, ration cards, and fatherless childhood.∂∑

During the Thaw, the trickle of Western films became bigger. State film dis-
tributors in Moscow and the provinces liked American blockbusters for mone-
tary reasons and won bureaucratic fights against party propagandists concerned
by the enormous popularity of Hollywood productions among viewers in the
cities and the countryside. Many of the best-known American dramatic films (by
Elia Kazan, Cecil B. DeMille, and others) did not reach broad Soviet audiences
because of their cultural and religious content. Still, millions saw The Magnificent
Seven with Yul Brynner, Some Like It Hot with Marilyn Monroe and Jack Lemmon,
and others. Their impact on Soviet audiences cannot be overestimated. As the
Nobel Peace Prize–winning Russian poet Joseph Brodsky, who lived then in
Leningrad, recalled, these films ‘‘held us in greater sway and thrall than all
the subsequent output of the neorealists or the nouvelle vague. The Tarzan series
alone, I daresay, did more for de-Stalinization than all Khrushchev’s speeches
at the 20th party congress and after.’’∂∏ Writer Vasily Aksenov remembers: ‘‘There
was a time when my peers and I conversed mostly with citations from those
films. For us it was a window onto the outside world from the Stalinist stink-
ing lair.’’∂π

The ferment that eroded the anti-American propaganda images worked above
all on educated and privileged Soviet youth. Under the impact of de-Stalinization
and the cultural Thaw, many educated youngsters sought to distance themselves
from the Soviet past. They mistrusted and ignored Soviet propaganda and tried to
dress and behave di√erently, in Western fashion. The state media ostracized
them, calling them ‘‘loafers,’’ ‘‘parasites,’’ and stilyagi (‘‘style-apers’’). Gartho√
recalled that the youths he met and talked with in 1957 fell into several cate-
gories. Some of them were ‘‘naive,’’ especially those recently graduated from
secondary school. They had not yet discovered contradictions between what they
were taught and reality; they still believed in the propaganda about the United
States. The older youths could be divided into the ‘‘believers,’’ the precocious
cynics, and the ‘‘golden youth’’ who found their escape from the dullness of
Soviet cultural life in unabashed Westernism and Americanism.∂∫ For those of the
‘‘golden youth’’ who were skeptical or disillusioned, everything American became
a powerful antidote to state propaganda. Young artists, writers, poets, and musi-
cians exhibited the same attitudes. Joseph Brodsky observed that he and his
friends tried to be ‘‘more American than the Americans themselves.’’∂Ω

American radio broadcasts and music exercised huge ‘‘soft’’ power upon
many young Soviets. American jazz and swing were repeatedly banned in the
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Soviet Union before World War II and again when the Cold War started. Many
young people developed the habit of listening to the Voice of America’s radio
programs, almost exclusively because of the voa’s music programs. The number
of shortwave radios in Soviet homes grew from half a million in 1949 to twenty
million in 1958. At the end of his life, Stalin ordered the production of shortwave
radios to be stopped by 1954. Instead, Soviet industry began to produce four
million such radios annually, primarily for commercial reasons.∑≠ Particularly
popular was the voa’s Time for Jazz. Its disc jockey, Willis Conover, owner of a
fabulous deep baritone, became a secret hero of many Moscow and Leningrad
youngsters. They sang, without understanding many of the words, the songs of
Benny Goodman and Glenn Miller and listened to Ella Fitzgerald, Louis Arm-
strong, Duke Ellington, and the improvisations of Charlie Parker. Later came
Elvis Presley. According to all accounts, the voa’s audience numbered millions.
Records of American music stars were not available in stores, and getting a
foreign-made vinyl disk was considered a miracle. By the late 1950s, tape re-
corders began to change this and broaden the exposure of Soviet youth to West-
ern music.∑∞

Ironically, Khrushchev and his erratic policies helped more than anything else
to punch holes in the iron curtain. Despite the comeback of the hard-liners at the
end of 1956, Khrushchev wanted to continue de-Stalinization. Paradoxically, the
Cold War served as a justification both for asserting the ‘‘moral and political
unity’’ of the Soviet people and for introducing the modest reforms aimed at
projecting a benevolent image of the Soviet Union in the West. After the crack-
down in Hungary, Khrushchev, Mikoyan, and Shepilov advocated the return to a
‘‘peace o√ensive.’’ This resulted in an event with far-reaching domestic conse-
quences, the World Youth Festival, held in Moscow in July and August of 1957.
For a quarter of a century, the Soviet Union had remained virtually closed to
foreigners, and there was almost no tourist infrastructure in place. The festival’s
organizers tackled many daunting tasks, such as what to do with the squalid look
of most urban areas; the inadequacy and small number of hotels; the absence of
nightlife, advertising, attractive quality clothing, carnival costumes and para-
phernalia; and the lack of fast-food places and restaurants and opportunities for
shopping. All this exposed the relative backwardness of Soviet society and econ-
omy in comparison with the capitalist West.∑≤

Khrushchev let the leadership of the Komsomol run the show, with instruc-
tions ‘‘to smother foreign guests in our embrace.’’ As a result, the festival became
the first ‘‘socialist carnival’’ in the streets and squares of Moscow since 1918. Even
the Kremlin flung its doors open for the young crowds.∑≥ Soviet authorities were
unprepared for the scale of the event and failed to maintain centralized control
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over it. The festival turned into a giant grassroots happening that paralyzed all
attempts at spin control, as well as crowd control. Three million Moscovites
provided enthusiastic hospitality to over 30,000 young foreigners. The curiosity
and enthusiasm of the hosts was immeasurable. Many corners of the capital
turned into impromptu discussion clubs—a completely new experience for Soviet
citizens.∑∂

The festival did in peacetime what the last stage of World War II had done
before. In 1945, the war brought Ivan into Europe. In 1957, the Soviet regime
itself brought the world to Moscow. The appearance of young Americans, Euro-
peans, Africans, Latins, and Asians in the streets of the Soviet capital shattered
propagandist clichés. In the Soviet media, a memoirist recalls, ‘‘Americans were
depicted in two ways—either as poor unemployed, gaunt, unshaven people in
dregs or as a big-bellied bourgeois in tuxedo and tall hat, with a fat cigar in the
mouth. And there was a third category—hopeless Negroes, all of them victims of
Ku-Klux-Klan.’’∑∑ As Russians saw freethinking and stylishly dressed youth, their
xenophobia and fear of secret police informers evaporated virtually overnight.
Many witnesses of the festival would concur later that it was a historical landmark
as important as Khrushchev’s secret speech. Jazzman Alexei Kozlov believes that
‘‘the festival of 1957 was the beginning of the collapse of the Soviet system. After
the festival the process of fragmentation of Stalinist society became irreversible.
The festival bred a whole generation of dissidents and intellectuals who lived a
double life. At the same time, a new generation of party-Komsomol functionaries
was born, double-dealers who understood everything perfectly well but out-
wardly professed to be loyal to the system.’’∑∏ Vladimir Bukovsky recalls that after
the festival ‘‘all this talk about ‘putrefying capitalism’ became ridiculous.’’ Film
critic Maya Turovskaya believes that at the festival Soviet citizens could touch the
world for the first time after three decades: ‘‘The generation of the Sixties might
have been di√erent without the festival.’’∑π

Nikita Khrushchev genuinely thought that the Soviet Union could catch up
with and surpass the United States in the fields of science, technology, consumer
goods, and overall living standards. In 1957 he came up with a slogan, ‘‘Catch up
and surpass America,’’ the cornerstone of his promise to build Communist so-
ciety over the next twenty years. Khrushchev, buoyed by the fast-growing econ-
omy and the huge success of Sputnik, was not afraid of showing American
achievements to Soviet citizens. When the first American national exhibition
opened in Moscow in Sokolniki Park in July 1959, several million Muscovites
poured in to gaze at American artifacts and to taste Pepsi-Cola. Khrushchev laid
out his intentions to the gdr leader, Walter Ulbricht: ‘‘The Americans believe
that the Soviet people, looking at their achievements, will turn away from the
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Soviet government. But the Americans do not understand our people. We want to
turn the exhibit against the Americans. We will tell our people: look, this is what
the richest country of capitalism has achieved in one hundred years. Socialism
will give us the opportunity to achieve this significantly faster.’’∑∫

Whatever Khrushchev’s intentions may have been, the long-term e√ects of his
bragging did not help Soviet anti-American propaganda. His promises to reach
the American level of prosperity (that is, the material symbols of this prosperity)
impressed millions of Soviets. Zdenek Mlynar rightly observed: ‘‘Stalin never
allowed the comparison of socialism with capitalist realities because he insisted
that here we build an absolutely new world, comparable to nothing.’’ Khrushchev
came up with a new slogan and fundamentally changed the perception of the
world for the average Soviet person. Over the course of the next years, people
became accustomed to comparing their lives to American living standards and
developed a complex of inferiority. One generation after another recognized that,
in reality, American living standards remained much higher than in the Soviet
Union. And, Mlynar continues, those who looked for explanation could easily
come to the conclusion that the main obstacle that prevented them from achiev-
ing an American-style life was the existing economic and political system.∑Ω

As the Khrushchev era evolved, two mutually confusing messages coexisted in
Soviet propaganda about the United States. One was the modified version of the
traditional Stalinist enemy image in which the United States remained the big
‘‘other’’ that opposed the Soviet Union; American capitalism and the American
way of life were presented as antithetical to Soviet ‘‘socialism’’ and way of life.
Another message was a rather positive picture of American society as an umbrella
for both foes and friends, and of U.S. technological achievements as a blueprint
for Soviet technical progress. Khrushchev allowed Americans to demonstrate
their achievements at the Sokolniki Park exhibition, but the Soviet press was full
of stories on hunger, crime, unemployment, and the persecution of blacks in the
United States.∏≠

The dualistic image of the United States left many questions unanswered. Very
few in the Soviet Union could speak with authority about American society and
culture. In 1957, the o≈cial weekly of the Soviet Writers’ Union, Literaturnaia
Gazeta (Literary Gazette), published a series of articles by Alexander Kazem-Bek, a
Russian nationalist who had lived in the United States and then voluntarily
returned to the Soviet Union. The articles denounced the United States as ‘‘a
country without culture,’’ as opposed to the Soviet Union and Europe. Imme-
diately, Ilya Ehrenburg, an opponent of cultural xenophobia, published a re-
joinder. He wrote that America was a country of many ‘‘progressive’’ writers and
artists.∏∞ This polemic gave a rare glimpse into the growing tension between the
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xenophobic and ‘‘cosmopolitan’’ groups inside the state bureaucracy and cultural
establishment.∏≤

Later, during the 1960s, the spread of American material and cultural symbols
became pandemic. Music and clothing styles, the idolization of mass culture
stars, and beatnik-like behavior took root, first of all, among the children of the
Soviet nomenklatura. Inside this nonconformist youth milieu, American radio
broadcasting and cultural exhibitions became extremely e√ective tools in fight-
ing o≈cial anti-Americanism. John F. Kennedy, Ernest Hemingway, and Marilyn
Monroe replaced the hackneyed icons of traditional Soviet heroes. The number of
fans of cultural Americanism is impossible to establish; but it became especially
high during the 1970s and the 1980s, when the Soviet Union entered a period of
ideological vacuum and economic stagnation.∏≥

the optimistic sixties

The Thaw and a growing openness to Western influences a√ected millions. This
impact, however, should not be exaggerated. After the crackdown on student
dissent in December 1956, the party and state invested enormous resources in
ideological control over the population, especially the youth. For every freethink-
ing publication and Western film, there were thousands of newspaper and jour-
nal articles, books, and movies that promoted Soviet patriotism and orthodoxy.
The rapid expansion of high school education during the post-Stalin decade did
not automatically generate liberal values; for a while it served as a major vehicle
for indoctrination and conformist mentality. Although cleansed of images and
glorification of Stalin, school textbooks of history and literature continued to
impose on young minds a single integrated narrative of Soviet history, culture,
and ideology, constructed within a strict and censored framework. New cohorts
of students graduated still believing that they lived in the best, happiest, and
mightiest of all countries. By the end of the 1950s, Soviet society continued to
maintain not only a strong Cold War consensus but also a huge store of Commu-
nist romantic illusions. In early 1959, Khrushchev decided to exploit these illu-
sions by proclaiming at the Party Congress that the ussr had completed the ‘‘full
and final construction of socialism.’’ During the next two years, he and a group of
speechwriters brought out a bombastic, sky-is-the-limit, program of catching up
with the United States and ‘‘finishing the construction of Communist society’’
in the Soviet Union within two decades. In July 1961, in a speech to the Cen-
tral Committee, Khrushchev promised that the next generation of Soviet people
would live in the prosperity of a Communist paradise. The Soviet Union, the
leader boasted, would ‘‘rise to such a great height that, by comparison, the main
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capitalist countries will remain far below and way behind.’’ After national ‘‘dis-
cussion’’ in which 4.6 million people took part, the Twenty-second Party Con-
gress unanimously adopted the program in October 1961.∏∂

Among the flagships of o≈cial romanticism and idealism were the mass-
circulation newspapers Izvestia, headed by Khrushchev’s son-in-law Alexei Ad-
zhubei, and Komsomolskaia Pravda, the Komsomol newspaper. As Adzhubei later
recalled, ‘‘We used to finish our meetings with indispensable slogans about the
victory of Communism. We had no feeling of failure, deadlock or stagnation. I
would like to stress: there was still the reserve of energy, many remained optimis-
tic.’’∏∑ In 1960, a group of young journalists organized the first Soviet institute for
the study of public opinion. The topic of the first poll was, ‘‘Will humanity
prevent a world war?’’∏∏

Cinema was another powerful medium in which aged filmmakers of the 1920s
and 1930s and their young pupils sought to re-create the spirit of revolution-
ary optimism and socialist romanticism. With sanction from above, they at-
tempted to return the revolutionary heroes and Bolsheviks to the front stage from
which they had virtually disappeared under Stalin. The new films (for example,
Communist, with Gennady Gubanov) sought to put a human touch on the iron
party men.∏π

Under Khrushchev, younger cadres rose in the party and state bureaucracy,
people who combined war experience with a good education. It became fashion-
able among party leaders to hire intellectuals as ‘‘consultants.’’ This gave birth to
the phenomenon of ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks, usually working in Moscow in
the central bureaucratic structures. Among them were future ‘‘new thinkers’’ of
the Gorbachev era: Georgy Arbatov, Anatoly Chernyaev, Fedor Burlatsky, Nikolai
Inozemtsev, Georgy Shakhnazarov, and many others. Gorbachev himself was a
beneficiary of this upward trend; as a young, educated, and energetic party mem-
ber, he was quickly promoted through the ranks of the nomenklatura in the
southern region of Stavropol. The late 1950s and early 1960s were relatively good
times for young Communist intellectuals. One of them recalled: ‘‘Under Khru-
shchev a merry, joyful, and even easy-going life began for our circles. We were
young. We scored first successes, defended first dissertations, and published first
articles and books.’’ All this created a ‘‘general optimistic tone of life.’’ Social,
cultural, and ideological di√erences did not corrode the atmosphere of this
camaraderie.∏∫ These young people supported Khrushchev, despite his antics
and lack of education, viewing him as a vehicle of change, the force that could
sweep away old discredited cadres. This, they believed, would clear the way for
their careers.

The new recruits were distinguished by their skill at critical thinking and their
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reformist intentions. The younger apparatchiks and intellectuals believed they
could contribute to the regime’s liberalization by supporting Khrushchev’s de-
Stalinization. They were proud to call themselves the ‘‘children of the Twentieth
Party Congress’’ and, together with the older established figures from the Soviet
cultural and educational establishment, worked hard to revive the mass patrio-
tism and enthusiasm that they believed had existed three decades earlier and been
wasted by Stalin.

The ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks skillfully walked the fine line between their
openness to humanistic values, on the one hand, and careerism, conformity, and
patriotism on the other. Unfortunately, the Cold War left little room for a middle
ground. In a pinch, most of them supported the Soviet cause and empire: Real-
politik invariably triumphed over their humanistic yearnings and reformist ideal-
ism. In 1956, most of them were not ready to support the anti-Communist
revolutions in Poland and Hungary. During the festival, in August 1957, Adzhu-
bei, an informal leader of the new recruits, reproved Polish journalist Eligiusz
Liasota, an editor of the liberal Polish literary magazine, Po Prostu: ‘‘Listen, you
can do in Poland what you want, but keep in mind that it rubs o√ on us here as
well. You come and spread this plague, [you want to] subvert us. We will not
allow this to happen.’’∏Ω The ‘‘children of the Twentieth Party Congress’’ wanted
to reform the Soviet regime, not destroy it.

The biggest obstacle in their eyes was the rigid bureaucratic apparatus that
held the country in steel bands and blocked innovation and change. Still, the
reform-minded Communists hoped this apparatus could be repopulated with
‘‘enlightened’’ cadres and transformed from within. One of them recalled later:
‘‘I reckoned on the development of party structures and state structures, on their
di√erentiation, since the task of management of society and economy became
more and more complex. Therefore, there would be a greater autonomy from the
party apparatus.’’π≠ The uno≈cial motto in some patriotic educated families of
the time was: join the party and ‘‘purify’’ it from within.π∞

For a few years after the secret speech, there were still reasons for Soviet
patriotism and belief in the potential of reformed Communism. The Soviet Union
still demonstrated impressive economic growth, restoring and expanding its
industrial power. In the countries of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the appeal
of the Soviet way of modernization reached its peak. Soviet leadership in the
space race confirmed the vitality and global appeal of the Soviet economic model.
On April 12, 1961, Yuri Gagarin, a lieutenant-major in the Soviet Air Force, orbited
Earth and became the first man in space. There was a wave of immense pride and
hope among millions of Soviet citizens and spontaneous patriotic demonstra-
tions in Moscow and Leningrad. Many of the ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks under-
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stood the utopianism in Khrushchev’s promises of the rapid arrival of prosperity
and the collectivist paradise. Yet, as Chernyaev, a future assistant of Gorbachev,
recalled, they wanted to believe in it.π≤ The vision of a new Communist frontier,
the heated atmosphere of the race with the United States, and the intensified
mythmaking activities of o≈cial propaganda created a unique mood in the edu-
cated loyal circles of Soviet society. The early 1960s marked the peak of Soviet
patriotism, the time when ‘‘Soviet civilization’’ reached the age of maturity.π≥

In sympathetic workplaces, in private apartments, in kitchens, people played
guitars, drank, fell in love. But in their free time, they also read countless books,
both those legally published and those illegally typed by samizdat (publish-it-
yourself ) enthusiasts. They debated with utmost seriousness on how to improve
and change the system without repudiating the Communist legacy. Among the
themes of that time were the ‘‘end of ideology,’’ the rise of technocratic elites, the
convergence of capitalist and socialist systems, and the role of cybernetics in
managing public a√airs. Mikhail and Raisa Gorbachev, residing after their gradu-
ation from Moscow State University in 1955 in Stavropol, far from Moscow, man-
aged to be part of this new intellectual subculture. Raisa began to do sociological
studies in the countryside. The couple spent hours discussing philosophical and
political ideas. The Gorbachevs read and debated the ideas of Western New Left
philosophers Jean-Paul Sartre, Martin Heidegger, and Herbert Marcuse.π∂

Many future ‘‘new thinkers’’ gained similar access through their positions at
academic institutes and as consultants of the Central Committee of the Commu-
nist Party. Also, they met foreigners on a daily basis and went on foreign trips. In
1958, Alexander Yakovlev, a young war veteran and party o≈cial and future archi-
tect of glasnost under Gorbachev, went to the United States on the first exchange
program and spent a year of studies at Columbia University. Some of the party
intellectuals lived and worked in Prague, as journalists and editors on the journal
The Problems of Peace and Socialism. It was a unique place in which Soviet function-
aries in charge of international propaganda and experts on international a√airs
and world economy lived side by side and freely with Western leftists. According
to Chernyaev’s recollection, in the early 1960s Prague was a ‘‘cosmopolitan para-
dise compared to Moscow.’’ The Prague group included Georgy Arbatov, Gen-
nady Gerasimov, Oleg Bogomolov, Vadim Zagladin, Georgy Shakhnazarov, and
others, who would form the core of the perestroika brain trust after Gorbachev
had come to power.π∑

In the collective thinking of Soviet progressives and young people in the early
1960s, the cult of science became a substitute for religion. As astute observers
note, the atheism of that period ‘‘was not the result of government despotism. It
relied on the ideology of Soviet intelligentsia. Soviet intelligentsia looked towards
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the future, then towards the past, but never—at the present.’’ The optimistic spirit
of the time was rooted in a strong belief in human reason, in the collective ability
to overcome any di≈culties if armed with scientific knowledge and freed from
bureaucratic constraints.π∏

The scientific community was the primary forum for the optimistic leftist
intellectual culture in the Soviet Union. Boosted by the growth of the military-
industrial complex and competition with the United States, scientists seemed to
be one of the most influential elite groups in the Soviet Union, a prototype of a
civil society. The military-industrial complex o√ered scientists hundreds of thou-
sands of new jobs. By 1962, the complex consisted of 966 plants, research and
development labs, design bureaus, and institutes, with the total number of the
employed reaching 3.7 million people. Many young scientists found jobs in
academic research centers in Siberia and the Far East and in a few dozen secret
cities and special academic cities, model urban projects built by the atomic
ministry, the Academy of Science, and other institutions related to the military-
industrial-academic nexus. Those who lived there had stable employment, rela-
tively high salaries, and wonderful social benefits, from free kindergartens to free
housing. The closed ghetto of secret cities was a surreally free place inside the
Soviet Union. A journalist who managed to visit one of the secret cities in 1963
met with scientists who could talk freely on political and cultural topics without
any fear. Scientists discussed the introduction of a ‘‘democracy’’ of scientists and
intellectuals that would be a third way between Stalinist Communism and West-
ern capitalism. Some of them believed the Soviet system could be changed ‘‘sci-
entifically’’ by an alliance of scientists and ‘‘enlightened’’ party apparatchiks.ππ

Within the scientific community, the yearning for greater freedom from the
dominant ideology and nonscientific bureaucracies coexisted with the fierce
competition for and total dependence on state funding and resources. Soviet
science historian Nikolai Krementsov describes ‘‘the merging of the scientific
community and the party-state control apparatus on the level of both institutions
and individuals.’’ Scientists, as their advice to Khrushchev regarding the 1963
partial test-ban treaty demonstrated, learned to push the right buttons and ma-
nipulate the regime’s ideological and military-industrial aspirations.π∫

Initially, most members of these reform-minded communities supported
Khrushchev’s e√orts to expand Soviet global influence, and especially his course
of assistance to the national liberation and anticolonial movements in Asia,
Africa, and Latin America. Tens of thousands of Soviet specialists, engineers,
scientists, and technicians worked in China in the late 1950s, providing ‘‘fraternal
assistance’’ in the rapid modernization of that country. Witnesses recall how
sincere and enthusiastic their attitudes were. Soviet physicist Evgeny Negin re-
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called that by 1959 ‘‘the relations between the Soviet Union and China could be
best described in the words of the song ‘Moscow-Beijing,’ that became popular
even in Stalin’s time: ‘Russians and Chinese are brothers forever.’ It seemed that
the friendship sanctified by the same ideological choice, would be unbreakable.
It seemed much more solid than the ties based on sober pragmatic interests.’’πΩ

The Sino-Soviet split came as a shock for Soviet public opinion in the early
1960s, and it contributed to a more critical view of Khrushchev’s foreign policy.
Still, general support of internationalist activism continued for a while. There
were, of course, many other ‘‘friends,’’ that is, possibilities for proletarian soli-
darity. Radical Arab regimes in Egypt, Syria, Iraq, and Algeria and the faraway
and exotic India, Burma, and Indonesia—all provided new objects of fascination.
There was also postcolonial Africa: Ghana, Ethiopia, Guinea, Mali, Congo. The
euphoria within the Soviet political leadership about the prospects for promoting
Soviet-style socialism in these countries was linked to stratagems of the Cold
War: the struggle for the third world would reach its peak during the 1970s. At
the same time, it initially resonated with optimistic and romantic currents in the
Soviet educated elites.∫≠

The 1959 revolution in Cuba fuelled new hopes in Moscow that Communism
still represented the wave of the future. The victory of Fidel Castro, Che Guevara,
and other barbudos captured the imaginations of many Soviet citizens, including
members of the nomenklatura who traveled to Cuba to explore a new ‘‘socialist
frontier.’’∫∞ The young poet, Yevgeny Yevtushenko, an uno≈cial literary mouth-
piece of Communist reformers, rushed to Cuba to glorify ‘‘the Island of Liberty,’’
as described in his ebullient stanzas. Everyone sang the new song: ‘‘Cuba, My
Love!’’ Ernest Hemingway, whose novels Farewell to Arms and For Whom the Bell Tolls
had earlier been banned in the Soviet Union, now became a part of the Cuban
cult. When Anastas Mikoyan, second in the Soviet leadership, flew to Cuba in
February 1960, he spent the whole trip reading Hemingway’s novels in the expec-
tation of seeing the great writer, who at that time lived on the island.∫≤

For the young men and women of the sixties, the Cuban Revolution revali-
dated the Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917. It also o√ered the illusory hope
that a genuine revolution could occur without leading to blood and tyranny. Cuba
reconnected Soviet foreign policy, tainted by Stalin’s cynical imperialism, with
messianic revolutionary horizons. ‘‘The Island of Liberty’’ was well within the
U.S. sphere of influence but still managed to break loose of the superpower’s
gravitational pull. Latin America no longer seemed to be out of reach. ‘‘One
should look beyond Cuba,’’ predicted Komsomol boss Pavlov at the meeting with
propagandists in January 1961. ‘‘At any time other Latin American countries may
follow after Cuba. Americans are literally sitting on the powder keg in Latin
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America. Venezuela may blow up at any moment. There are mass strikes in Chile.
The same applies to Brazil and Guatemala.’’∫≥ The craze about Cuba did not
subside even after the Cuban missile crisis; when Castro traveled around the
Soviet Union at Khrushchev’s invitation in the spring of 1963, he was welcomed
by enthusiastic and cheering crowds of Soviet people wherever he went.

erosion of soviet identity

Revolutionary romanticism competed with Western influences for the souls of
Soviet intellectuals. But the usual result of peeking out from behind the iron
curtain was culture shock at the first glimpse of a free, diverse, and thriving life
without ideological uniformity, fear of secret police, and regimented existence.
Film director Andrei Konchalovsky, from the highly privileged family of the
author of the Soviet national anthem, vividly described his impressions during
his first trip abroad to Venice’s film festival in 1962. Spectacular glimpses of
historic Venice, Rome, and Paris, long impossible for educated Russians, left
Konchalovsky flabbergasted. Venice, with its splendid Grand Canal, palaces,
merry crowds, myriad lights, and Parisian hotels in which white-aproned cham-
bermaids dusted o√ the glittering brass doorknobs, deepened the dismay that
arose from the contrast between all this and the bleak Soviet existence. Many
years later, Konchalovsky recalled: ‘‘All my ideological vacillations and anti-
patriotic steps that followed can be traced back to this episode.’’∫∂ Konchalovsky
would later emigrate to the West and work in Hollywood.

Gradually, trips abroad ceased to be the search for a ‘‘socialist frontier’’ and
became a coveted prize for party and state functionaries as well as members of
the cultural establishment. There was even a trickle of o≈cial ‘‘youth tourism’’:
during 1961, 8,000 Komsomol functionaries traveled to the United States, Great
Britain, Switzerland, West Germany, and other countries.∫∑ Many of them found
that abroad the consumerist paradise Khrushchev promised in the future already
existed in the West. In the mid-1960s, Mikhail Gorbachev, then a party o≈cial in
Stavropol, made his first foreign trip to East Germany. In 1971, after he was
promoted to first secretary of the Stavropol area and became a member of the
national-level nomenklatura, Gorbachev went to Italy, rented a car, and saw
Rome, Palermo, Florence, and Turino. Raisa Gorbachev continued her sociologi-
cal studies abroad, filling many little pads with notes. At one point, her observa-
tions boiled down to one question for her husband: ‘‘Misha, why do we live
worse than they do?’’∫∏

Another longer-term e√ect of the cultural changes was the decline of milita-
rism and jingoism. Khrushchev’s enthusiasm about nuclear weapons pushed
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him in 1959 to propose a drastic departure from the practice of universal con-
scription and long military service, one of the pillars of Stalinist society.∫π An
ever-larger number of young men, particularly students, received permanent
deferrals that freed them from military service altogether. In 1960 and 1961, the
Soviet army diminished by one-third, and hundreds of thousands of teenagers
were able to get deferrals from the draft and hundreds of thousands of junior
o≈cers entered civilian life, either reluctantly or with enthusiasm. In January
1961, the Soviet version of ROTC was abolished at colleges, universities, and high
schools.∫∫ (These returned in 1965, after Khrushchev was ousted from power.)

The post-Stalin peace o√ensives and new limitations on militarism and mili-
tary propaganda in the Soviet Union made the revival of antimilitarism and even
pacifism possible in Soviet society. The civil war between the Red and the Whites,
as well as World War II, remained major subjects in Soviet films, literature,
memoirs, and drama. But the depiction of these wars became less pompous and
increasingly realistic. Soviet writers who had seen the war as young o≈cers,
soldiers, or journalists began to produce the first honest accounts of their expe-
riences and to make the first attempts at analysis. Among the most realistic
war novels were Viktor Nekrasov’s In the Trenches of Stalingrad and Konstantin
Simonov’s The Living and the Dead and the stories of Bulat Okudzhava, Oleg Bykov,
Alex Adamovich, Yuri Bondarev, and others. Simonov’s novel blamed Stalin and
his purges of the military for the horrible defeats and losses in the first years
of the Great Patriotic War. The orthodox Literaturnaia Gazeta criticized the ‘‘de-
heroicizing’’ of the war, and top Kremlin propagandist Yuri Zhukov wrote in
Izvestia that ‘‘quite a few works’’ had portrayed war in ‘‘a depressing manner, as
one continuous human slaughter.’’∫Ω

The educated public, especially in Moscow, Leningrad, and other big cities
became familiar with the ‘‘lost generation’’ literature that had appeared in France
and Great Britain and particularly in Germany after the Great War of 1914–1918.
Antiwar Western writers, among them Erich Maria Remarque, became hugely
popular among Soviet youth. The cinema played the leading role in changing
mass perceptions about war and militarism. The films of war veteran Grigory
Chukhrai, The Forty-first, Ballad of a Soldier, and Clear Skies, as well as Cranes Are
Flying, by the older filmmaker Mikhail Kalatozov, presented war as a background
for individual dramas, where patriotism, heroism, and duty, but also treachery,
cowardice, and careerism, were not rigid categories but matters of choice and
chance. In contrast to the militaristic pastiche of Stalin’s time, Andrei Tarkov-
sky’s film My Name Is Ivan focused on the story of a ruined childhood. The
message of these films was patriotic yet antimilitaristic. They reminded millions
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of Russians of their most painful and heroic collective experience, but also of
their shattered postwar hopes for a better life.Ω≠

There were no protests ‘‘to ban the Bomb’’ inside Soviet society, and there was
remarkably little public response to the Berlin crisis and the Cuban missile cri-
sis. Still, some educated individuals developed feelings and reactions similar to
American beatniks Allen Ginsberg and Jack Kerouac, whose dissent against the
dominant culture grew from their fear of nuclear war. The writer Alex Adamovich
and the bard Bulat Okudzhava not only deplored the slaughter of their generation
in World War II but also encouraged changes in public mentality to avoid the
next, infinitely more horrible catastrophe. Andrei Sinyavsky in 1961 published
‘‘The Icicle,’’ a short story with the theme of nuclear testing and fallout. In the fall
of 1962, poet Andrei Voznesensky said in an interview abroad: ‘‘I admire the
beatniks: They are poets of the atomic age.’’ One writer, a regular contributor to
Novy Mir, wrote in his diary: ‘‘Any preparation for war is revolting. I am not afraid
for myself, but for my son and millions like him. If this conviction is called
pacifism, then I am a pacifist.’’ Later Adamovich recalled that for him and some
idealists of the sixties, ‘‘our pacifism was linked to our desire to achieve a broader
goal.’’ This goal was the transformation of Stalinist society and mentality.Ω∞

Soviet nuclear designers, most privileged of all scientists, with excellent con-
nections in the political leadership and bureaucracies, attempted to influence
Soviet security policies. After the 1955 thermonuclear test, Sakharov suggested to
Marshal Mitrofan Nedelin, the military commander of the test, that it would be a
catastrophe if thermonuclear weapons were ever used. Nedelin answered the
scientist with a lewd joke that meant, mind your business and give us nuclear
weapons and we alone will decide how to use them. Sakharov was flabbergasted.
As he recalled, ‘‘The ideas and emotions kindled at that moment have not dimin-
ished to this day, and they completely altered my thinking.’’ There was a rift
opening between the scientists who worked to create the Soviet military sword
and the military-party bureaucrats who held this sword in their arms. ‘‘Beginning
in the late fifties,’’ recalled Sakharov, ‘‘one got an increasingly clearer picture of
the collective might of the military industrial complex and of its vigorous, un-
principled leaders, blind to everything except their ‘job.’ ’’ A growing awareness
about the nuclear disarmament movement outside the Soviet Union made Soviet
nuclear scientists increasingly critical of the government’s policies, especially the
direct and indirect use of force in the international arena.Ω≤

Demographic changes also contributed to the diminishing impact of milita-
rism. Seventy million Soviet citizens were born between 1945 and 1966, in the
period of peace. Their number in big cities was disproportionately large because
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of continuing rapid urbanization. These cohorts, in contrast to the youth of the
1930s and 1940s, were not imbued with the spirit of sacrifice. Increasing numbers
of them were non-Russians who looked askance at the Russo-centric themes of
Soviet patriotism.Ω≥ The youth of the early 1960s had heard from their fathers and
older brothers about the terrible price of victory. Vladimir Visotsky, the Soviet Bob
Dylan, liked to talk to war veterans, and he articulated their memories with
extreme poignancy: the Great Patriotic War was the people’s greatest tragedy.
‘‘Battalions keep marching and marching westwards. And women back home
keep wailing in funeral grief.’’Ω∂ Those who served in the army found there not
only camaraderie but also hazing, crude noncommissioned o≈cers, and old-style
drilling practices that were a travesty of training, especially against the backdrop
of the nuclear age. The young writer Vladimir Voinovich gave a satirical twist to
the growing antimilitarist mood in The Life and Extraordinary Adventures of Private
Ivan Chonkin, a masterly parody on the flood of ‘‘patriotic’’ literature about the
Great Patriotic War. He published the novel abroad in 1969, which later contrib-
uted to his expulsion from the Writers’ Union.Ω∑

Educated young people began to take any opportunity to avoid military ser-
vice. As with the student movement in 1956, it would be wrong, however, to
exaggerate the scale and tempo of changes. They a√ected above all a privileged
minority from Moscow, Leningrad, and other cities. And as long as the Cold War
continued, the new antimilitary trends did not come to the surface.

The Khrushchev era also saw the emergence of powerful national identities
that belied the o≈cial concept of ‘‘Friendship of the Peoples.’’ Some of them,
such as the nationalist movements in the Baltics, Ukraine, and the Caucasus, had
originated long before the Thaw. Some emerged during the 1920s as a result of
the Bolshevik nationality policies.Ω∏ Others, including those in the Russian core
of the Soviet Union, attested to the new strains that resulted from the Sta-
linist legacy. The Jewish Question and the issue of anti-Semitism were pivo-
tal, because of the strong representation of people of Jewish descent in Soviet
educated society. After 1953, the more overt anti-Semitic campaigns stopped,
but the regime never tried to redress the wrongs committed during the ‘‘anti-
cosmopolitan’’ campaigns. No attempt was made to rehabilitate people of Jewish
descent and Jewish cultural figures purged in 1948–52; nor did the regime re-
open those institutions of Jewish education and culture that had been closed at
that time. Institutional anti-Semitism continued in many hidden and informal
ways. People of ‘‘Jewish nationality’’ were permanently marked on secret bureau-
cratic forms as untrustworthy and not fit to serve in key state organizations and at
the top of the party and state hierarchy (the military-industrial complex, nuclear
energy, and Academy of Science were notable exceptions). The fact that after 1955
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the Soviet Union supported the Arab states against Israel negatively a√ected
Soviet Jews. They were treated as a diaspora whose loyalty potentially was to
another state.Ωπ They had to jump over additional bureaucratic hurdles, compared
to Russians, to obtain authorization for travel outside the Soviet Union. Khru-
shchev and his entourage frowned at Jewish cultural identity and Jewish member-
ship in cultural and scientific elites. And in Ukraine, where grassroots anti-
Semitism had old roots, o≈cials promoted anti-Semitic publication under the
aegis of ‘‘anti-Zionist propaganda.’’Ω∫

Many members of the cultural elites with ‘‘Jewish nationality’’ on their pass-
ports still thought of Stalinism as a tragic deviation from the positive socialist
experiment. Poet and writer David Samoilov wrote in his journal in April 1956
that Stalinism was ‘‘the child of Russian misery’’; it called to service the people
from lower classes and ‘‘replaced the real, simple human ideal with anti-human
ideas of chauvinism, enmity, suspicion, and anti-humanism.’’ΩΩ The assimilation
of urbane sophisticated Jews into Soviet society went so far that few of them
retained their ethnic, or indeed their religious, identities.

Younger educated Jews, however, felt increasingly alienated from this Soviet
identity. Their high level of education and sophistication made them distinct
from Russians, Ukrainians, and other ethnic groups. They also felt the oppres-
sive nature of the regime, because they discovered they did not have the bril-
liant career opportunities their parents had had in the 1920s and 1930s. Mikhail
Agursky, son of Soviet Communists who became an ardent Zionist, recalled his
feelings back in the 1960s: ‘‘Could one really expect that a nation that had given
the Soviet state political leaders, diplomats, generals, and top economic man-
agers would agree to become an estate whose boldest dream would be a position
as head of a lab?’’∞≠≠

Many writers, poets, intellectuals, musicians, artists, and actors from Jewish
backgrounds su√ered from the attacks on ‘‘cosmopolitanism’’ and therefore had
considerably fewer illusions about the Soviet regime and the realities around
them. This brought them into the vanguard of the movement for cultural and
political liberalization. At that time, being a Jew meant to be an advocate for
internationalism, dialogue, and greater tolerance. In 1961, Yevgeny Yevtushenko
wrote a poem, ‘‘Babi Yar,’’ that broke the taboo of silence in the Soviet Union over
the Holocaust. Composer Dmitry Shostakovich immediately used the poem’s
words for his new symphony, the Thirteenth. In December 1962, film director
Mikhail Romm criticized Stalin’s Russo-centric propaganda and called for the
end of self-isolation from Western culture.∞≠∞ Ehrenburg and Romm had aban-
doned their Jewish roots in the search for socialist internationalist ideals, and
Yevtushenko and Shostakovich were ethnic Russians who abhorred ethnic na-
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tionalism. All of them proclaimed themselves ‘‘Jews’’ in opposition to the rem-
nants of Stalinist regime—xenophobia, chauvinism, and anti-Semitism.∞≠≤

For some Jews, Israel became their main temptation and dream of an alterna-
tive existence. In the war of October 1956, Israel was the target of blistering
criticism in the Soviet press. Jews with strong Soviet identities denounced Israeli
aggression against Egypt.∞≠≥ But a few months later, the appearance of the Israeli
delegation at the Moscow Youth Festival created a sensation. The delegates were
young veterans of the recent war, whose demeanor, dignity, and fearlessness, and
above all the pride of being Jewish, was new and astonishing.∞≠∂ O≈cial reports
about the Festival were full of alarm: ‘‘Zionists continue to distribute the literature
they brought among Moscow Jews,’’ ‘‘the workers of Moscow cinema studio for
two days have been filming only the Zionist part of the Israeli delegation,’’ and so
on. A crowd of young men who could not get tickets to the Israeli delegation’s
music performance crushed the cast iron fence in front of the Moscow Soviet
Theater and stormed into the performance hall. These episodes reflected the
renewal of curiosity and sympathy for Israel among Soviet Jews. For the first time,
some of them became interested in their religious and cultural identity. Despite
very intense anti-Zionist propaganda, an increasing number of Jews began to
apply for emigration to their rediscovered Middle East ‘‘homeland.’’∞≠∑

On the opposite side from this ‘‘Jewish’’ movement emerged another move-
ment that emphasized traditional Russian nationalism and rejected the legacy of
the revolution. ‘‘By the Khrushchev era,’’ concludes Itzhak Brudny, ‘‘many Rus-
sian nationalist intellectuals held research or teaching positions in elite Soviet
universities and research institutes, or were sta√ members of or regular con-
tributors to important newspapers, magazines, and literary journals.’’ These
people protested against the destruction of historical Russian monuments and
churches; they deplored the progressive degradation of the Russian countryside,
the repository of traditional Russian cultural norms and values. Anti-Semitism
became a big component of the ideology of the new Russian nationalism; in fact,
with the growing openness, Russian nationalists imported the main anti-Semitic
arguments from white émigrés living in the West, above all the thesis of the
revolution as a ‘‘Jewish-Bolshevik conspiracy’’ against Russian people.∞≠∏

The rise of educated Russian elites led to growing friction and factional strug-
gles in Soviet culture, education, and even science. These pernicious crosscur-
rents in culture received another powerful impulse from the Middle East. The
triumph of Israel over the Arab armies in the Six-Day War in 1967 filled Soviet
Jews with pride and set them against the ‘‘Russians’’ and the rest of Soviet society.
These developments led some younger Jews to shed their Soviet identity and
think about emigration from the Soviet Union.∞≠π
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the rise of dissent

Khrushchev’s behavior toward the end of his career accelerated the demise of the
de-Stalinization project. Khrushchev was trying to straddle the gap between his
hatred of Stalin and his preference for Stalinist methods of administration and
mobilization. He was never consistent, and he often undermined himself with
rambling speeches and reckless behavior. Historian Sergei Dmitriev recorded in
his journal in March 1961: ‘‘Everybody is sick and tired of Khrushchev. His
foreign voyages and empty and erratic verbiage have finally reached the state of
idiocy. In the public and political atmosphere one increasingly notices the signs
of absolute inertia, intellectual vacuum, and a lack of purpose. There are no
thoughts, no movement.’’∞≠∫

Khrushchev’s inconsistency in cultural policies made him more enemies than
friends among the bureaucracies and influential cultural elites. In November
1962, on his order, Novy Mir published Solzhenitsyn’s novel One Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovich. For a brief moment, elated, reform-minded intellectuals believed
that all the walls had fallen and the ultimate truth about Stalinism could now be
freely discussed. Yet just one month later, on December 1, Khrushchev, prodded
by the retrograde figures in the Soviet cultural and propagandist establishment,
appeared at an exhibition of young modernist artists and sculptors and de-
nounced them as ‘‘degenerates’’ and ‘‘pederasts.’’ He claimed that their art was as
good as ‘‘dog-shit.’’ In his uncouth raving, Khrushchev reflected personal and
generational preferences for realist classical art. But, without fully realizing it,
the Soviet leader had jumped into the Kulturkampf on the side of the ‘‘Russian’’
faction against the anti-Stalinist cultural vanguard. At two meetings with the
Soviet intelligentsia in December 1962 and March 1963, Khrushchev was even
more rambling, rude, and intolerant than at the previous meetings in 1957. In
blunt words, he told the young writers and poets that their modernist, Westerniz-
ing, and liberal bent put them on the wrong side of the Cold War divide. Khru-
shchev warned them that if they still want to be ‘‘the artillery of the party,’’
they must cease the ‘‘friendly fire’’ against their own camp. Most young artists
and intellectuals no longer wanted to be the party’s ‘‘artillerists’’ but believed
that their art had helped to promote ‘‘the line of the 20th party congress,’’ that is,
de-Stalinization. They counted on Khrushchev’s support against ‘‘Stalinists.’’
Yevgeny Yevtushenko, Andrei Voznesensky, Vasily Aksenov, the sculptor Ernst
Neizvestny, and other innovative writers and poets became the targets of vicious
organized attacks. They finally realized that the entire, crude, ruthless force of
the state opposed them.∞≠Ω This realization marked the origins of sustained cul-
tural and political dissent in the Soviet Union.

1 CE? 0FIC ? 8 ? 7 C? GC G CG ? . E : F 7 ECG 2 = ? 8 ? GC ? C P 4 . ECG
5 ? 5 N? 0 D .?G E I ? D=?G E I N? = F EC G CGA F ? CE = C G, = /

. ? ? F G CGA F G   

.
IP

CA
Q

8
?

GC
?

CP
4

.
ECG

5
?

-
EE

CA
?

?
?



first cracks,  1953 – 1968190

Both Stalinists and anti-Stalinists approved of Khrushchev’s removal in Octo-
ber 1964. People who supported the Thaw and de-Stalinization believed that
Khrushchev was a spent force and any future leadership would be better than his.
Soon, however, they realized how wrong they were. The new guard in the Krem-
lin quickly terminated de-Stalinization from above. The majority of party leaders
and ideologists did not like what they saw in the educated strata of society:
growing individualism, creeping Westernism, popularity of American music and
mass culture, growing pacifism, and pluralistic attitudes. Where the party ideolo-
gists failed, the kgb began to step in: a special division of Soviet secret police had
the task of ‘‘guiding’’ Soviet cultural and intellectual elites and ‘‘shielding’’ them
from ‘‘harmful influences.’’ A kgb report at the end of 1965 tried to minimize the
damage the previous decade had done to the regime: ‘‘One cannot say that
specific anti-Soviet and politically damaging manifestations testify to the growth
of general discontent in the country or to serious intentions to create anti-Soviet
underground. This is out of question.’’∞∞≠

The new leadership and the kgb, however, provoked more antiregime mani-
festations in the same year. In May 1965, Leonid Brezhnev publicly praised Stalin
as a war leader. And in September, the secret police arrested the writers Andrei
Sinyavsky and Yuli Daniel for ‘‘the crime’’ of publishing their novels abroad
under pseudonyms. Suddenly, hundreds of leading Soviet intellectuals, writers,
artists, and scientists began to send petitions to the party leadership with appeals
to free the arrested writers and to stop the backslide to neo-Stalinism. A new
movement was born, which demanded public trials and constitutional rights.
‘‘Dissidents,’’ as the members of this movement came to be called, began to
appeal to the world via the foreign media.∞∞∞

The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 substantiated the fears
of the Soviet anti-Stalinist intelligentsia that the post-Khrushchev leadership
might take the country in a neo-Stalinist direction. The crushing of the Prague
Spring and its ‘‘socialism with a human face’’ dashed the hopes of many educated
Soviet patriots that the existing system could be reformed. This produced a
remarkable rise of antigovernment sentiment, even among some who were es-
tablished in the Soviet elites. The history of this sentiment and the dissident
movement is beyond the scope of this book. It must only be emphasized that,
although the number of open dissidents was insignificant, their sympathizers
and supporters among the educated elites numbered in the hundreds of thou-
sands. It is also noteworthy that quite a few dissidents were former enthusiastic
Communist reformists who began to feel betrayed, angry, and alienated from the
regime. They also felt alienated from the vast masses of their fellow citizens, who
were less educated and not capable of understanding their motives for turning
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against the regime. The growing sense of alienation and isolation from the state,
as well as from the passive majority, led many dissidents to emigrate to the West.
Many ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks, however, continued their careers, while wait-
ing for another change of fortune.

The analysis of the period from 1956 to 1968 suggests that the Soviet Union
still possessed considerable internal energy and even, as we have seen, was
capable of bouts of ideological vigor and optimistic idealism. The Khrushchev
decade produced a new cohort of social, cultural, and political leaders, the ‘‘men
and women of the sixties,’’ who aspired to lead the Soviet Union down the path
toward ‘‘socialism with a human face.’’ Their patriotic energy and identity were
based on Communist ideology and the selective idealized perceptions of the
revolution and the leftist culture of the 1920s. By the end of Khrushchev’s rule,
however, the utopian energies that nourished Soviet patriotism had been ex-
hausted. Soviet identity, rejuvenated by these energies, also began to fragment
and erode under powerful external and internal influences. Among the new
trends in the educated strata were a passionate cultural Americanism, an anti-
militarist and antigovernment intellectualism, as well as a growing conservative
Russian nationalism. Last but not least, the ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks lost their
prospects for rapid career rise and became increasingly attracted by Western
consumerism.

Ultimately, the Kremlin leadership and Soviet bureaucracy mismanaged the
process of relative liberalization after Stalin’s death. They ended up alienating
the cultural, intellectual, and scientific elites that had been the most optimistic
and patriotic at the beginning of the ‘‘great’’ decade. Some actions, from the
crackdown on artistic creativity to the invasion of Czechoslovakia, inflicted deep
wounds on the patriotic Soviet home front and sowed seeds of dissent among
some members of Soviet elites. The self-inflicted wounds did not look fatal at
first. But they did not heal.

Under Leonid Brezhnev, the Soviet leadership abandoned reformist projects.
It was content to live with the fossilized ideology and sought to repress cultural
dissent and force its participants into exile and immigration. Unwilling and
unable to carry out domestic reforms, Brezhnev instead launched détente with
the Western powers. Détente and the international legitimacy it granted to him
and the Soviet leadership became a substitute for the missing dynamism of the
Soviet experiment. At the same time, Soviet participation in the détente process
led to further erosion of the Stalinist legacy of xenophobia and to the reintegra-
tion of the Soviet Union into the wider world.
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( CHAPTER 7 )

BREZHNEV AND THE

ROAD TO DÉTENTE,

1965–1972

★

We must conduct negotiations in a big way, not a small-minded

way. And the arrangement we achieve should encourage

tranquility in the world.

—Brezhnev to Kissinger, April 21, 1972

On May 29, 1972, Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev met in the richly adorned
and ancient St. Catherine Hall of a historic Kremlin palace to sign an array of
bilateral documents, among them the Strategic Arms Limitations Agreement, the
Antiballistic Missile Treaty, and ‘‘The Basic Principles of U.S.-Soviet Relations.’’
This solemn occasion was the peak of Brezhnev’s political career. It was also the
highest point of international prestige of the Soviet Union since the beginning of
the Cold War.

The origins and meaning of détente have always been subjects of controversy.
Beginning in the mid-1970s, neoconservative critics of the Nixon, Ford, and Carter
administrations attacked détente as immoral appeasement of Soviet power. They
also believed that the Soviet Union used détente as a devious camouflage for its
secret plans of global aggression and military superiority. Supporters of détente
defended it as the only prudent choice in a world of nuclear terror and as the only
means to move toward the reunification of a Europe divided by the Cold War. In
recent years, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, both sides have claimed
they were right. The critics have argued that the rearmament and global attack on
Soviet interests under Reagan helped overcome the legacy of détente and assured
Western victory. Proponents assert that détente contributed to ending the super-
power confrontation, since it inadvertently led to the ‘‘imperial overstretch’’ of the
Soviet Union and was thus an important element in the causal chain leading to
Soviet decline and collapse.∞

The preponderance of détente studies has been on the Western side. The
Soviet side of the story is sketchy and incomplete.≤ Earlier studies of détente
greatly advanced our understanding of the nature of Soviet politics and policy
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making under Brezhnev. Yet they also su√ered from a paucity of sources and the
poor correlation between Western explanations and Soviet realities.≥ This chapter
is an attempt to elucidate the motives of Soviet behavior, specifically, the contri-
bution of Leonid Brezhnev and his immediate foreign policy entourage to the
policies of détente in the period from 1968 to 1972. I will consider several ques-
tions: What were the main arguments and motives in Kremlin politics as far as
détente was concerned? What did the Brezhnev leadership make out of such
important developments as the U.S. defeat in the Vietnam War and the rap-
prochement between the United States and the People’s Republic of China? Was
there any Soviet strategy to exploit what seemed to be a U.S. decline?

One must begin with factors that provide an essential background for the
analysis of the Soviet road to détente. Among them are the collective thinking of
the post-Khrushchev leadership, Kremlin politics, the return to ideological or-
thodoxy after 1964, and the continuing split between the conservative appara-
tchiks and the supporters of the new, de-Stalinized foreign policy. Most impor-
tant of all, however, in my view, were Brezhnev’s personal views and attitudes, his
rise to the leadership position, and his international outlook. Under his leader-
ship, after a brief renaissance of a hard line, the Kremlin began to search for
accommodation with the United States and for détente in Europe.

drift after nikita

The ouster of Nikita Khrushchev in October 1964 left the guiding of foreign
policy in the hands of the collective leadership of the Politburo, the second group
of the party oligarchs that emerged after Stalin’s death. Most Politburo members
were highly critical of Khrushchev for his blu≈ng and gambling over the Suez
crisis in 1956, the Berlin crisis in 1958–61, and most particularly the crisis over
Cuba in 1962. Politburo member Dmitry Polyansky prepared a special report on
Khrushchev’s mistakes. Its sections on foreign policy contained the following
paragraph: ‘‘Comrade Khrushchev declares carelessly that Stalin failed to pene-
trate into Latin America, and that he [Khrushchev] managed to do it. But only a
gambler may assert that under modern conditions our state can grant real mili-
tary assistance to any country of that continent. Missiles will not do in this case:
they will burn to the ground the country that requires assistance—nothing else.
And if we, in defending a Latin American country, were to have delivered a first
nuclear strike against the United States, then not only we would have been a
target for a counterstrike,—everybody would have recoiled from us.’’ The memo
concluded that Soviet behavior during the Cuban missile crisis raised the inter-
national standing of the United States and damaged the prestige of the Soviet
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Union and its armed forces. The report also curtly mentioned that ‘‘Soviet-Cuban
relations seriously deteriorated.’’∂

Polyansky’s report borrowed many points from Molotov’s 1955 objections to
the new foreign policy. Polyansky rejected Khrushchev’s thesis that ‘‘if the ussr
and the US reach agreement, there would be no war in the world.’’ This thesis, he
continued, was wrong for several reasons. First, accommodation with the United
States was a fallacy, because Americans ‘‘strive for world hegemony.’’ Second, it
was erroneous to consider Great Britain, France, and West Germany as only
‘‘obedient servants of the Americans,’’ rather than capitalist countries with their
own interests. According to Polyansky, the task of Soviet foreign policy was to
take advantage of ‘‘the discord and contradictions among the countries of the
imperialist camp, thus demonstrating that the US is not a hegemonic power of
this camp and has no right to pretend to play this role.’’∑

Alexander Shelepin, a young upstart at the Presidium, threw many of the
report’s criticisms in Khrushchev’s face at the Politburo on October 13, 1964. It
appears that Politburo members were ready to denounce Khrushchev’s foreign
policy at the plenary meeting of the Central Committee in the event that Khru-
shchev appealed to the plenum delegates as he had done in June 1957. But the
Soviet leader surrendered without a fight, and the plenum ratified Khrushchev’s
ouster without discussing his foreign policy record.∏ As it turned out, the new
leadership had no consensus on foreign a√airs. Although they concurred that
Khrushchev’s brinkmanship was disastrous, they could not agree on what kind
of foreign policy would be desirable for Soviet interests.

The new rulers felt even less confident in foreign a√airs than Stalin’s lieuten-
ants had ten years earlier. First Party Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, Chairman of the
Council of Ministers Alexei Kosygin, and Chairman of the Supreme Soviet Nikolai
Podgorny had very little experience in international a√airs or the issues of inter-
national security.π Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, Minister of Defense Rodion
Malinovsky, and chairman of the kgb Vladimir Semichastny were not even Pre-
sidium members and played subordinate political roles. Mikoyan, who stayed in
the leadership until November 1965, recalled that ‘‘the level of discussion at the
Presidium markedly declined.’’ Sometimes ‘‘cranky ideas came up, and Brezhnev
with some others simply failed to understand their consequences.’’∫

The role of leading Soviet statesman fell by default to Kosygin, whose back-
ground lay exclusively in domestic economy.Ω During the first three years after
Khrushchev’s ouster, he gained some international prestige and prominence.
From August 1965 to January 1966, he successfully acted as international media-
tor between India and Pakistan, who were on the brink of a full-scale war. After
1966, Kosygin became the chief spokesman on the issues of arms control. He
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carried out his duties stoically but without enthusiasm—he apparently never
developed a taste for international a√airs. Kosygin’s views and beliefs were typi-
cal of the cohort of ‘‘red directors,’’ the managers of huge industrial enterprises
who had risen to prominence during the 1930s and 1940s. He worshiped indus-
trial and military power but also believed in the ultimate superiority of the Soviet
system and in the moral mission of the Soviet Union to lead all Communist and
progressive forces against Western imperialism. The Sino-Soviet split deeply
chagrined Kosygin, and for a while he refused to accept its irrevocability. In a
close circle, he said: ‘‘We are communists and they are communists. It is hard to
believe we will not be able to reach an agreement if we meet face to face.’’∞≠

International media and foreign commentators also focused at the time on
Alexander Shelepin, who, after Khrushchev’s fall, became an active spokesman
on foreign policy issues. A graduate of the Moscow Institute of Philosophy and
Literature, Shelepin was, in contrast to most of Politburo members, a well-
educated person. At the same time, he admired Stalin’s leadership and had the
reputation of being a realist. His career in the Youth Communist League under
Stalin and as chairman of the kgb under Khrushchev gave him a narrow but
visible power base among younger, ambitious, and elitist apparatchiks. There
were rumors about a ‘‘Shelepin faction’’ among apparatchiks. In reality, Shelepin
had more enemies than friends in elite circles.∞∞

Shelepin, Polyansky, and their followers in the top party echelon, as their
criticism of Khrushchev’s record demonstrated, longed to return Soviet foreign
and security policies to a more Russo-centric and militarist version of the
revolutionary-imperial paradigm. At first, nobody in the post-Khrushchev leader-
ship was prepared to challenge this. Although some of them had helped Khru-
shchev to criticize and defeat Molotov’s orthodoxy in 1955, their real views were
much more conservative, and hostility to the West, as well as militant unilateral-
ism in foreign policy, became part of their group identity.∞≤

The Stalinist worldview, the revolutionary-imperial paradigm, continued to
hold the post-Khrushchev cohort of political leaders in its grip. Ustinov, Brezh-
nev, Podgorny, and many others in the new collective leadership belonged to the
generation whose members had made spectacular careers under Stalin. The
majority of them admired Stalin’s leadership in the Great Patriotic War, fully
identified with the 1945 victory, and supported mobilization and rearmament
during the early Cold War. They remained personally committed to Stalin’s leg-
acy of forging a Soviet military superpower in the confrontation with the United
States. Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization struck at the core of their collective identity.
It left their past leaderless, desacralized, and utterly compromised.

Stalin, who knew his cadres better than anyone else, was concerned about the
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ability of the next generations of Soviet nomenklatura to provide ideological
leadership. In his words, the political class that replaced and destroyed the Old
Bolsheviks was too busy ‘‘with practical work and construction’’ and studied
Marxism ‘‘through brochures.’’ And the generation of party and state o≈cials
that followed was, in Stalin’s estimation, even less prepared. The majority of
them were raised on pamphlets, newspaper articles, and quotations. ‘‘If things
continue this way,’’ Stalin concluded, ‘‘people might degenerate. This will mean
the death [of Communism].’’ Stalin believed that future party leaders should
combine theoretical vision with practical political talent.∞≥

Indeed, there was nobody in the Kremlin who could be a political leader with a
vision. Mikhail Suslov, the last survivor among the theoretically minded party
apparatchiks, turned out to be the least imaginative and politically talented. The
post-Khrushchev oligarchy, as Robert English writes, embodied ‘‘the last hos-
tages’’ of orthodox thinking. Their collective thinking did not stem from pro-
found ideological faith or revolutionary passion but was rather the product of
their lack of education and tolerance for diversity and their Stalinist formative
experiences.∞∂

In the domestic sphere, there was an attempt to roll back the Thaw in the
cultural and ideological spheres. Even semantic changes pointed in the direction
of Stalinist orthodoxy: Brezhnev changed his title to general secretary, as it had
been under Stalin; the top party structure (called the Presidium of the Cen-
tral Committee from 1952 to 1964) once again became the Politburo. Russo-
centrism, Russification policies in Soviet republics, and deafening militaristic
propaganda, characteristic of late Stalinism, also resurfaced. In Moscow, Lenin-
grad, Kiev, and other major cities, the members of the intelligentsia of Jewish
descent lived in fear of another anti-Semitic campaign.∞∑

The sociocultural profile and collective mentality of the new cohort could have
tremendous consequences for Soviet international behavior and the future of
the Soviet Union itself. On the one hand, the majority of the post-Khrushchev
leadership shared the ideological (revolutionary) component of the international
paradigm. In domestic politics, many of them supported the abrogation of de-
Stalinization, the greater suppression of cultural diversity, and the freezing of
liberal trends in literature and art. On the other hand, they were not the masters
but rather the prisoners of ideology, afraid to abandon the orthodox tenets and
unable to reform them.

The new oligarchs ridiculed Khrushchev’s ill-fated and misguided interven-
tions into the field of Marxism-Leninism, especially his ‘‘editing’’ of the Party
Program. Yet many of them also su√ered from a curious complex of ideological
inferiority. In other words, they feared that their own lack of education and
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theoretical sophistication might somehow lead them astray in the matters of
‘‘high policy.’’ Brezhnev and other Politburo members delegated the intricate
business of defining ‘‘ideological correctness’’ to Mikhail Suslov, who had been
trained in orthodox party history and the textbook version of Marxism-Leninism.
Memos on international a√airs initially had to pass through the filters of the
central party apparatus, which was dominated by Suslov and propagandists with
provincial, parochial backgrounds. Some of these people (for example, the head
of the Science Department, Sergei Trapeznikov; the head of the Propaganda De-
partment, V. I. Stepakov; and Brezhnev’s deputy, V. A. Golikov) were Brezhnev’s
old friends and specialists on collectivized agriculture. They espoused Russo-
centric and Stalinist views in domestic policies and admired the Chinese, the
followers of leftist dogma, in foreign a√airs. During preparation of Brezhnev’s
report for the coming Party Congress in March 1966, these orthodox advisers
suggested deleting the sentences on the ‘‘principle of peaceful coexistence’’ and
‘‘prevention of a world war,’’ on ‘‘great diversity’’ in the methods of building
socialism in di√erent countries, and on ‘‘non-interference in internal a√airs of
other communist parties.’’ They held the 1952 propaganda view of the United
States and wanted the party report ‘‘to show the beastly colonial nature, ag-
gressiveness, war-mongering’’ of the United States, as well as the ‘‘growing
fascist trend’’ in ‘‘American imperialism.’’ Golikov declared in internal discus-
sions: ‘‘We must not forget that world war is coming.’’ Rumors also circulated
about a phrase Shelepin allegedly had used: ‘‘People must know the truth: a war
with America is inevitable.’’∞∏

Not surprisingly, the new collective leadership agreed that the first priority of
Soviet foreign policy must be reconciliation with ‘‘fraternal’’ Communist China
rather than détente with the capitalist West. It ignored the fact that China was
sliding toward revolutionary chaos, soon to be known as the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution. Some Soviet diplomats in Beijing tried to report this to
Moscow, but these reports met with incredulity and ignorance. The ambassador
in Beijing, Stepan Chervonenko, the former party secretary in Ukraine, knew the
mood in the Soviet leadership better and changed the report’s spin to more
positive tones. Sergei Lapin, who replaced Chervonenko in 1965, was a cynical
apparatchik and did not even bother to provide adequate analysis. In January
1965, the Politburo rejected the proposal from the Foreign Ministry and the
Central Committee’s Department for Socialist Countries to take immediate steps
to improve relations with the United States. Shelepin attacked the heads of these
institutions, Andrei Gromyko and Yuri Andropov, for their lack of ‘‘class posi-
tion’’ and ‘‘class consciousness.’’∞π

The escalation of the war in Vietnam in 1965 led to the first significant foreign
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policy discussions in the post-Khrushchev Kremlin. Previously, the Soviet leader-
ship had not ascribed any geopolitical importance to Vietnam and Indochina.
They sought, in vain, to dissuade Hanoi from starting the war against the South.
They feared, historian Ilya Gaiduk concludes, that this war would be ‘‘an impedi-
ment to the process of détente with the United States and its allies.’’∞∫ The direct
U.S. intervention, however, forced the Politburo’s hand. Now the ideological call
for ‘‘fraternal duty’’ prevailed. The supporters of a pro-China foreign policy
began to argue that Soviet assistance to Vietnamese Communists would create a
means for reconciliation between the ussr and the prc by dint of their joint
assistance to the North Vietnamese. The Soviet Union began to increase supplies
of arms and other kinds of assistance to North Vietnam.∞Ω

In February 1965, Kosygin, accompanied by Andropov and a number of other
Soviet o≈cials and consultants, went to the Far East in an attempt to build a new
foreign policy strategy. His o≈cial destination was Hanoi, but he made two stops
in Beijing. He met with Zhou Enlai and, on the way back, with Mao Ze-dong.
Kosygin’s talks in Beijing were disheartening: the Chinese were rigid and ideo-
logically aggressive, attacked Soviet ‘‘revisionism,’’ and refused to coordinate any
policies with the Soviets, even on the matter of assistance to North Vietnam. The
talks in Hanoi were also sobering for the Soviet leadership. Andropov’s consul-
tant Alexander Bovin, who was on this trip, observed how Kosygin failed to
dissuade the North Vietnamese leaders from all-out war with the United States.
The Vietnamese and the Soviets, despite their common Marxist-Leninist ideol-
ogy, came from di√erent worlds. The Hanoi leaders were revolutionaries, vet-
erans of underground and anticolonial fighting. The Soviet o≈cials were state
administrators, who had matured and grown into their positions in the corridors
of bureaucratic power. After many years of feeling like pawns in Soviet and
Chinese power games, Hanoi’s Communist leaders were determined to score a
complete victory, disregarding human costs and the advice from Moscow.≤≠

Still, American intervention in Vietnam stoked the ideological instincts of the
collective leadership and the Soviet military and led to a serious deterioration of
Soviet-American relations.≤∞ The party organized mass propaganda campaigns,
demonstrations, and meetings of ‘‘solidarity with people of Vietnam’’ around the
Soviet Union. The Politburo reacted with deliberate coolness to the initial ap-
proaches of the Johnson administration to start talks on limitations in the strate-
gic arms race.≤≤ Furthermore, Kosygin was infuriated when the United States
bombed Hanoi and the port of Haiphong in February 1965 during his o≈cial visit
to North Vietnam.≤≥ There were still quite a few in the Soviet foreign policy elites
who believed that North Vietnam was not worth a quarrel with the United States.
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These figures were forced to keep a low profile, however, as the chorus of
indignation against the American bombing campaign grew.≤∂

In May 1965, as the American bombing campaign in North Vietnam inten-
sified, news of American intervention in the Dominican Republic aroused emo-
tions in the Politburo. Defense Minister Malinovsky portrayed developments in
Vietnam and Central America as an escalation of the global confrontation and
brooded that ‘‘the Dominican events will be followed by actions against Cuba.’’
In response, he proposed Soviet ‘‘active countermeasures,’’ among them military
demonstrations in Berlin and on the border with West Germany and the re-
deployment of airborne troops and other units from Soviet territory to the gdr
and Hungary. As Mikoyan remembered, the defense minister ‘‘emphasized that
we should be ready to strike on West Berlin.’’≤∑

In the middle of 1966, Bovin recalls, in response to new American escalation
in Vietnam, the Soviet military and some Politburo members began to talk again
about cutting Americans down to size and intimidating them with demonstra-
tions of Soviet force. Yet, even the most ardent advocates of a showdown had to
admit that the Soviet Union had no means by which to a√ect the policies of
Washington and Hanoi in Vietnam. Besides, the memories of the Berlin and
Cuban missile crises were still too fresh. Mikoyan, Kosygin, Brezhnev, Podgorny,
and Suslov advocated for restraint.≤∏

1967 brought new shocks that challenged the Kremlin leaders’ emotions. The
Communist camp in Southeast Asia lay in ruins. In Indonesia, the Soviets had
lost all influence after President Sukarno was replaced and the subsequent mur-
der of an estimated 300,000 Communists and their sympathizers by the military
under the leadership of General Suharto. And in the June 1967 Six Days War,
Israel destroyed the armies of Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. Soviet influence seemed
to be crumbling from Jakarta to Cairo. The rout of the Arab states stunned the
Soviet leadership and elites. The Politburo could do nothing to help Sukarno,
but the Middle East was an entirely di√erent matter. Israel’s victory had strong
domestic repercussions for the Soviet Union: Growing pro-Zionist sympathies
among Soviet Jews spiked in the largest manifestation of their solidarity with
Israel since the proclamation of its statehood in 1948. In Moscow and Leningrad
synagogues, kgb agents heard people praising Israeli defense minister Moshe
Dayan and demanding weapons to go to fight for Israel.≤π The international
implications, however, remained the most painful. The Politburo regarded the
alliance with radical Arab regimes as the biggest geopolitical achievement of
Soviet foreign policy since the end of World War II. Soviet o≈cials preached
ideological solidarity with the Arabs and gave Egypt and Syria extensive military,
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intelligence, and psychological support. At the same time, the Kremlin feared
that another war between the Arabs and the Israelis could lead to escalation of the
Soviet-American tension and a greater American involvement in Middle Eastern
a√airs on the side of Israel.≤∫

During the Arab-Israeli Six Days War and its aftermath, the Politburo was in
session almost around the clock. A participant wrote in his diary about the black
mood of those days: ‘‘After militant boastful declarations of Nasser we did not
expect that the Arab army would be defeated in a second.’’≤Ω The Politburo had to
devise a new policy in the region. However, at a specially convened Party Plenum,
anti-Zionist emotions and ideological schemes prevailed over reality. The Soviet
leadership decided to break diplomatic relations with Israel for the second time
since 1953 until Israel reached a settlement with the Arabs and returned their
lands in exchange for security guarantees (according to un Resolution no. 242).
A few experts realized that this e√ectively froze Soviet diplomacy in the region,
but the majority, including Gromyko and Suslov, stuck with the new line. Simul-
taneously, the Soviets continued to invest in Egypt and Syria, throwing good
money after bad (Egypt alone owed the Soviet Union about fifteen billion rubles),
in a desperate attempt to maintain a Soviet presence in the Middle East. As a
result, Soviet Middle East diplomacy became a hostage of Arab radicalism and
demands. Again, as in Vietnam, the new collective leadership demonstrated that,
in contrast to Stalin, it was the prisoner, not the architect, of the revolutionary-
imperial paradigm. Moscow restored relations with Israel only in 1991, shortly
before the collapse of the ussr.≥≠

At the peak of the Six Days War, the Politburo sent Kosygin to the United
States for urgent talks with President Lyndon Johnson. The meeting in Glass-
boro, New Jersey, could have reopened the possibility for calm and pragmatic
summits undermined by Nikita Khrushchev in 1960–61. President Johnson, in-
creasingly desperate to end the war in Indochina, was ready for far-reaching
negotiations. He wanted the Soviets to be a mediator in a Vietnam settlement and
proposed to start talks on mutual cuts of strategic arsenals and military budgets.
Johnson and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara especially wanted to negoti-
ate a ban on antiballistic missile defense (abms). Kosygin, however, was unpre-
pared for serious talks and irritated over American support for Israel. Dobrynin,
who observed him at the summit, called him a ‘‘reluctant’’ negotiator. To make
matters worse, Kosygin totally misunderstood the intentions of Johnson and
McNamara with regard to abms. In a rare display of anger, he declared: ‘‘Defense
is moral, aggression is immoral.’’ According to Dobrynin’s summary, ‘‘Moscow
at that time sought first of all to achieve nuclear parity in strategic o√ensive
weapons.’’≥∞ It would take several years and the emergence of Brezhnev as a

2 DF ? 1G D 9C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI I = C P 9C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
9C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



road to détente,  1965 – 1972 201

political leader and ‘‘peacemaker’’ before the post-Khrushchev cohort would be
ready for negotiations with the United States.

brezhnev’s sermon

Brezhnev participated in the Politburo foreign policy discussions throughout all
these crises but avoided taking a clear stand on controversial issues. The new
leader of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union knew he was neither in
Stalin’s nor Khrushchev’s league in terms of experience, knowledge, energy, and
character. Like a host of apparatchiks whom World War II and Stalin’s purges of
the Old Bolsheviks had catapulted to privilege and authority, Brezhnev had enor-
mous practical acumen but very limited education and social horizons. Along
with many young Communists of the 1930s, he acquired the habit of keeping a
diary to raise his intellectual level. The diary’s content, however, reveals a total
lack of intellectual and spiritual interests. To every historian’s despair, Brezhnev
recorded mostly routine and banal events of his private life.≥≤

Russian historian Dmitry Volkogonov portrayed Brezhnev as the blandest and
most one-dimensional of all Soviet leaders. To Brezhnev he attributed ‘‘the psy-
chology of a middle-rank party bureaucrat—vainglorious, cautious, conservative
personality.’’≥≥ Indeed, those who knew Brezhnev from his military service spoke
dismissively of his leadership qualities. One of Brezhnev’s war buddies observed:
‘‘Leonid will never grow above his head.’’≥∂

Catapulted into political leadership by Khrushchev’s downfall, Brezhnev was
in constant need of psychological support. He complained to his foreign policy
assistant, Andrei Alexandrov-Agentov, that he had never dealt with foreign policy
and knew nothing about it. He humbly admitted that his horizon remained that
of a regional party secretary. ‘‘Here I am, sitting in the Kremlin and looking at the
world only via the papers that reach my desk.’’≥∑ Brezhnev’s assistant Georgy
Arbatov would recall that Brezhnev was very weak in matters of Marxist-Leninist
theory and felt this keenly. ‘‘He thought that to do something ‘un-Marxist’ now
was impermissible—the entire party, the whole world, was watching him.’’≥∏ One
could expect that with such a background Brezhnev would have joined the chorus
of hard-liners and found a safe niche on the dogmatic and rigid flank of Soviet
policy making. Initially, his behavior conformed to this expectation. It was a great
surprise, therefore, when Brezhnev later became the main defender of détente in
the Soviet leadership. As it turned out, other aspects of his personal views and
character facilitated this surprising transformation.

Isaiah Berlin, in his book about Russian thinkers, distinguishes between the
‘‘foxes,’’ who know many truths, and the ‘‘hedgehogs’’: who know only one but
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the most important truth. Brezhnev was not a thinker, but in foreign policy he
had one strong belief, like the hedgehog in Berlin’s classification. His belief was
disarmingly simple: war must be avoided at all costs. During his meetings with
foreign leaders, Brezhnev told them time and again about a conversation he had
had with his father, a steelworker, at the beginning of World War II. When Hitler
was overrunning Czechoslovakia and France, his father asked him: What is the
world’s highest mountain? ‘‘Everest,’’ Brezhnev answered. Then his father asked
him about the height of the Ei√el Tower. ‘‘About 300 meters,’’ Brezhnev an-
swered. Then Brezhnev’s father suggested that a tower of this height should be
erected on the top of Everest. Hitler and his cronies should be hanged there on a
sca√old for the whole world to see. Brezhnev considered it a fantasy at the time,
but then the war began. After it was over, the Nuremberg Trial condemned the
captured Nazi leaders and hanged some of them. Brezhnev’s father turned out to
be prophetic. This story left an indelible impression on Brezhnev, his inter-
national worldview, and his policies—indeed, on his whole work and life. Brezh-
nev’s interpreter, Viktor Sukhodrev, heard this story so many times that he began
to call it ‘‘the Sermon on the Mount.’’ When Brezhnev met with Richard Nixon
for the first time, the Soviet party leader suggested they should conclude an
agreement, a bizarre version of a peace pact, directed against any third country
that would act aggressively. The Americans interpreted it as a crude attempt at a
pact between the superpowers designed to destroy American alliances. They did
not know that it was not a devious Politburo scheme but rather a personal dream
of the general secretary.≥π

World War II was a major life-shaping experience for Brezhnev, who was then
in his late thirties. As a division-rank political commissar, he experienced gruel-
ing combat firsthand; from 1942 to 1945 he marched with the troops from the
Caucasus to the Carpathian Mountains. He firmly believed, however, that no
price was too high for victory. In June 1945, he took part in the Victory Parade on
Red Square and attended Stalin’s banquet for the victors. For many years, he
continued to admire Stalin as a warlord. By 1964, he was already a member of the
Central Committee Secretariat, and in this capacity he supervised the Soviet space
program and numerous projects of the military-industrial complex, including the
production of nuclear weapons and the construction of missile pads and silos.≥∫

Brezhnev’s hagiographic memoirs, which were written by professional ghostwri-
ters, give only a glimpse of these crucial pages of his life.

Similar experiences converted many in the nomenklatura, among them Brezh-
nev’s close friends Dmitry Ustinov and Andrei Grechko, into ardent advocates of
military strength and preparedness. Brezhnev believed in military preparedness,
but he also was genuinely concerned about the prospect of war and wanted to
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negotiate peace among the great powers. He was not unlike Ronald Reagan in
thinking that the military buildup was important not for its own sake but as
a prelude to international agreements. This belief that strength and peace do
not contradict each other would cause many problems during the 1970s, when
the continuous Soviet strategic buildup would allow American neoconservative
critics and Pentagon experts to claim that the Kremlin was seeking military
superiority. In the end, their public campaign about a growing ‘‘Soviet military
threat’’ would undermine Soviet-American détente. At the beginning of the de-
cade, however, Brezhnev’s belief helped him see the need to cooperate with the
United States.

Brezhnev deeply loathed brinkmanship and the crisis-mongering that had
characterized Khrushchev’s foreign policy since 1956. Twenty years after the
Cuban missile crisis, he still could not contain his anger at Khrushchev for
unleashing it: ‘‘We almost slipped into a nuclear war! And what e√ort did it
cost us to pull ourselves out of this, to make the world believe that we really
want peace!’’≥Ω He reserved similarly harsh criticism for the Berlin crisis, saying
to advisers in November 1971: ‘‘Instead of diplomatic achievements we built—
bluntly speaking—the Chinese wall in Berlin, and hoped to resolve the problem
in this way.’’∂≠ Overcoming Khrushchev’s legacy of brinkmanship and building a
firm foundation for world peace would become the mainspring of Brezhnev’s
foreign policy activism in the early 1970s.

Other facets of Brezhnev’s leadership facilitated his conversion into a détente
statesman. Henry Kissinger wrote in his memoirs that Brezhnev was ‘‘brutal’’ (in
contrast to the ‘‘refined’’ Mao Ze-dong and Zhou Enlai). In reality, Brezhnev
displayed more amiability than evil, more vanity than premeditated cruelty. Dur-
ing the pivotal moment of the post-Stalin power struggle in June 1957, Molotov
rudely dressed Brezhnev down and the future Soviet leader fainted. Even when
Brezhnev contemplated a removal of Khrushchev in 1964, his biggest fear was the
danger of direct confrontation with the formidable Nikita.∂∞ As a person and
politician, he abhorred confrontation and extremism. In his youth, his relatives
knew him as ‘‘handsome and charming, a careful dresser and ladies’ man.’’
During his whole career under Stalin and Khrushchev, Brezhnev learned how to
please people. Among friends, he was ‘‘modest, gregarious, with simple habits, a
great conversationalist without any arrogance of power.’’ Brezhnev once con-
fessed: ‘‘Charm can take you a long way in politics.’’ One sophisticated school-
teacher, who saw him during a performance at the Bolshoi Theater in 1963, wrote
in her diary: ‘‘Brezhnev is downright handsome: blue eyes, black eyebrows,
dimpled cheeks. Now I realize why I always felt sympathy for him.’’∂≤ It was as
natural for Brezhnev to smile cordially as for Khrushchev to threaten with his fist.
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By nature, Brezhnev was a centrist politician and an enemy of radical political
moves in any direction. The general secretary did not object when, after 1964, his
conservative allies and cronies began to roll back the Thaw in the areas of cul-
ture, propaganda, and ideology. At the same time, Brezhnev did not want to
antagonize the large group of Soviet scientific, artistic, and cultural elites who
feared a neo-Stalinist coup. He also was skeptical of an ideological rapproche-
ment with the Chinese. He knew that the ‘‘Soviet Chinese,’’ that is, the most
ardent advocates of ideological reactions, grouped around Alexander Shelepin
and almost openly talked about him, Brezhnev, as a transitional figure and a
small-time politician vulnerable to booze and women.∂≥

Militant attitudes reigned among the majority of Brezhnev’s colleagues. To
begin acting as a peacemaker in this milieu was extremely di≈cult and dan-
gerous for one’s career. Against all expectations, Brezhnev succeeded in this
endeavor. For all his intellectual mediocrity, he was capable of good political
instincts and tact. Advisers recall that in questions of power ‘‘Brezhnev was
a great realist’’ and could bring along the conservative majority whenever he
wanted.∂∂ After 1964, he focused on the most important task: cadres and net-
working. With several allies at the Politburo, including Mikhail Suslov and An-
drei Kirilenko, he tirelessly phoned regional party secretaries, inquiring about
their problems and needs and even asking for advice. In 1967, he gradually began
to remove his rivals from positions of authority, beginning with Shelepin. By
1968, Brezhnev became the uncontested head of the party apparatus: the keys of
political power were now in his hands.∂∑

About the same time, Brezhnev began to show a greater interest in foreign
policy and became impatient with Kosygin’s international prominence. He was
smart enough to realize he could not compete with Kosygin in the area of domes-
tic economy. By contrast, foreign policy opened big opportunities for personal
diplomacy and there Brezhnev’s modest talents could be displayed most advan-
tageously. The post of general secretary gave him a formidable advantage: by
tradition, the occupant of this post was also the commander in chief and the head
of the Defense Council. Thus, Brezhnev was formally responsible for security and
military policies. And he had the power of appointments, the crucial tool in
Soviet politics.∂∏

Later, some Western observers connected Brezhnev’s removal of hard-liners
with the victory of pro-détente forces in the Politburo. In reality, there were no
doves in Brezhnev’s entourage. The majority of the Politburo remained ideologi-
cally orthodox even during détente. When the Politburo commission on arms
control was established early in 1968, it was packed with Brezhnev’s hard-line
friends, among them Ustinov (as chairman) and Grechko.∂π Dmitry Ustinov was
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Stalin’s whiz kid, a brilliant autodidactic technocrat who had organized the
evacuation of Soviet industries under the nose of the advancing Nazis in 1941 and
who later was a mover and shaker in the Soviet missile project. For two decades,
he was a tireless leader of the Soviet military-industrial complex. He feared that
the United States might at the first opportunity strike at the Soviet Union and was
determined to master enough force to deter the Americans. Andrei Grechko
began his military career when, at the age of sixteen, he joined the Red Cavalry
during the civil war that broke out after the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia in
1917. He had been Brezhnev’s military superior during the Great Patriotic War
and since 1967 the Soviet minister of defense. He firmly believed in Soviet victory
in a future world war and felt nothing but contempt for the United States and
nato.∂∫ Both Ustinov and Grechko argued for an unrelenting arms race and
feared that any arms limitations would threaten Soviet security.∂Ω They were
worthy counterparts of American hawks.

Between 1965 and 1968, Brezhnev allowed Ustinov to shake up and centralize
the enormous military-industrial complex that had previously been troubled by
competition among various ministries and design bureaus. The general secretary
also threw his full support behind the construction and deployment of the strate-
gic triad of intercontinental ballistic missiles (icbms) in hardened silos, nuclear
submarines with ballistic missiles, and strategic bombers. The scale of the icbm
program was particularly impressive: American satellite intelligence recorded
with concern that in 1965 and 1966 the Soviets doubled their arsenal, catching up
with the U.S. strategic forces. From then on, the Soviet icbm force grew by about
300 new silo launchers a year. This was a colossal armament program that,
according to an expert, ‘‘was the largest single weapons e√orts in Soviet history
and the most expensive, significantly outstripping the nuclear program of the late
1940s.’’ By 1968, the strategic missile force was consuming about 18 percent of
the Soviet defense budget. Brezhnev could not say no to any military production
and deployment proposal.∑≠

What ultimately distinguished the general secretary from his orthodox friends
was not greater ideological tolerance and a less conservative outlook. It was
his dream to become a peacemaker. It was also, as his speechwriter Anatoly
Chernyaev correctly noted, the burden of great power that dictated state interests
that did not fit into ideological orthodoxy. As Brezhnev became involved in
foreign a√airs, their logic taught him to rely not on the conservative and ignorant
majority but on a few ‘‘enlightened’’ foreign policy experts working in the central
party apparatus.∑∞

These people included Evgeny Samoteikin, Georgy Arbatov, Alexander Bovin,
Nikolai Inozemtsev, Vadim Zagladin, Nikolai Shishlin, Rafail Fedorov, Anatoly
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Blatov, and Anatoly Chernyaev. They specialized in foreign a√airs, came from
universities and academic research institutes, and were much more open-minded
and sophisticated thinkers than the average nomenklatura members. They were
shaped by the cultural Thaw, de-Stalinization, and other liberalizing influences of
the period from 1956 to 1964. They considered themselves Soviet patriots but also
pragmatic freethinkers, and began to see the ossified ideology as a big obstacle to
state interests. Many of them had been recruited by Andropov and his rival
Boris Ponomarev to join the Central Committee apparatus. Andropov supported
these people, telling them to think and write without regard to ideology. ‘‘I will
know myself what to report to the Politburo.’’ There was a constant bureaucratic
struggle between them and Stalinists like Trapeznikov and Fedor Golikov. From
1965 to 1968, the ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks formed the nucleus of Brezhnev’s
speechwriting team and therefore became part of his inner circle of advisers.∑≤

Brezhnev’s group of speechwriters also included his assistant Andrei
Alexandrov-Agentov, a trained philologist and diplomat and an expert on Iceland
and Scandinavia. Earlier, he had worked as assistant to Alexandra Kollontai and
then to Gromyko. Alexandrov-Agentov was a devotee of Marxist-Leninist theory
and a true believer in the international Communist movement, but he was not a
rigid ideologue in international a√airs. As Chernyaev observed, he ‘‘believed that
realpolitik worked for our communist future.’’∑≥

Brezhnev’s early mentor in foreign policy was Foreign Minister Andrei Gro-
myko, in many respects a profoundly conservative figure but also a highly profes-
sional diplomat. Gromyko was obsequious and always implemented ‘‘with re-
ligious fervor’’ the instructions of the leader whom he served at the moment.∑∂ At
the same time, he despised ideological intrusions into foreign policy and greatly
admired Stalin’s diplomacy during the Grand Alliance years. Gromyko’s main
goal was to obtain from the Western powers recognition of the new borders of
the ussr and Soviet satellites in Central Europe, including the borders of the
gdr. His next goal was to reach, after tough bargaining, a political accommoda-
tion with the United States. In January 1967, in a policy memorandum of the
Ministry of Foreign A√airs to the Politburo, Gromyko argued: ‘‘We must resolu-
tely continue to dissociate ourselves politically and ideologically from adven-
turous schemes of the Chinese leaders who have pinned their hopes on the
inevitability of an armed conflict between the socialist countries headed by the
Soviet Union and the United States within 8 to 10 years. The opinion that a war
with the United States is inevitable would reflect precisely the position of the
Chinese. On the whole, international tension does not suit the state interests of
the Soviet Union and its friends. In conditions of détente it is easier to consoli-
date and broaden the positions of the Soviet Union in the world.’’∑∑
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This memo highlighted promising developments in capitalist countries, espe-
cially the turn toward détente in the Western capitals. Despite the war in Vietnam,
Gromyko and other Soviet diplomats, among them the ambassador in Wash-
ington, Anatoly Dobrynin, and the head of the U.S. desk in the Ministry of
Foreign A√airs, Georgy Kornienko, favored negotiations with Lyndon Johnson.∑∏

Gradually, Brezhnev himself came to realize that the policy of détente and nego-
tiations with the capitalist great powers would be the shortest road to successful
statesmanship and international recognition. This happened, however, only after
several momentous developments in Europe and Asia and after a change of
leadership in the United States.

impulses for détente

The single most important event at the end of the 1960s a√ecting Brezhnev’s
outlook on international a√airs was the Czechoslovak crisis of 1968. The rapid
flourishing of the Prague Spring presented a dire threat to Brezhnev’s career. As
leader of the cpsu, he bore direct responsibility for the preservation of the Soviet
military sphere of influence in Central Europe. The Czechoslovak strategic loca-
tion, advanced armament industries, and uranium mines made it an indispens-
able part of the Warsaw Pact.∑π The Soviet leadership feared ‘‘falling dominos’’ in
Central Europe no less than the Johnson administration feared them in Southeast
Asia. And Soviet fears were even more justified, considering the revolutions in
Poland and Hungary in 1956, the stubborn neutrality of Yugoslavia, the gradual
distancing of Rumania from the Warsaw Pact after 1962, and the constant in-
stability in the gdr.∑∫ Worst of all, many in the Soviet leadership could possibly
blame Brezhnev personally for such a catastrophe. After all, Alexander Dubcek,
the head of the Czechoslovak Communist Party since January 1968, was Brezh-
nev’s protégé. The Soviet leader had withheld his support for Antonin Novotny,
the old-time Stalinist leader of Czechoslovakia, and had endorsed the Czecho-
slovak Action Program for reforms. Ukrainian first secretary Petro Shelest be-
lieved that Brezhnev’s ‘‘rotten liberalism’’ made the Prague Spring possible.
As the crisis unfolded, both Polish leader Gomulka and gdr leader Ulbricht
pushed for invasion and openly criticized Brezhnev for emotionalism, naïveté,
and vacillations.∑Ω

Brezhnev’s character made him a reluctant interventionist. One witness re-
called that even in the summer of 1968 there was uncertainty and diversity of
opinion in the party headquarters in Moscow. People were shouting at the top of
their lungs: ‘‘Do not send tanks to Czechoslovakia!’’ and ‘‘It is time to send tanks
and finish this mess!’’ But all archival evidence demonstrates that throughout the
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Czechoslovak crisis Brezhnev hoped to avoid ‘‘extreme measures,’’ that is, mili-
tary invasion. Instead, he preferred to increase political pressure on Dubcek and
the Czechoslovak leadership.∏≠ Brezhnev feared that a Soviet invasion could trig-
ger a nato response, leading to a European war. The burden of decision was
almost too much for the general secretary. During the months of the crisis,
people often saw him shaken, pale, and lost, with trembling hands. In a revealing
private remark, he admitted: ‘‘I may look soft, but I can strike so hard that
afterwards I feel sick for three days.’’ According to some reports, during 1968,
Brezhnev began to take tranquilizers in order to alleviate unbearable pressure on
his psyche. This would later grow into a fatal habit.∏∞

On July 26–27, the Politburo, presided over by Brezhnev, decided to set a pro-
visional date for the invasion of Czechoslovakia. The Soviets continued, however,
to negotiate with Dubcek and the Czechoslovak leadership. Brezhnev, among
others, tried to bully ‘‘Sasha’’ Dubcek into drastic measures to reverse liberaliza-
tion and reforms. Once all their attempts failed, the Kremlin leaders finally made
the decision on August 21, and the forces of the Soviet Union and other countries
of the Warsaw Pact (except for Rumania) occupied Czechoslovakia.∏≤

Two men were particularly helpful and supportive of Brezhnev during the
crisis. Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko helped assuage Brezhnev’s fears of
possible confrontation with the West over Czechoslovakia. He told the Politburo
that ‘‘the international relations now are such that the extreme measures [that is,
invasion of Czechoslovakia] cannot produce aggravation of the international
situation. There will be no big war. . . . If we preserve Czechoslovakia—it will
make us stronger.’’∏≥ Yuri Andropov, Brezhnev’s appointee to chair the kgb, used
the resources of his agency to steel Brezhnev’s resolve. In his reports to the
Politburo, Andropov pointed out that there was no alternative to a full-scale in-
vasion. Under his guidance, the kgb falsely depicted peaceful events in Czecho-
slovakia as preparations for an armed uprising à la Hungary in 1956. Since
Andropov had been ambassador in Budapest during the Hungarian revolution of
1956, his recommendations carried special weight.∏∂

The crisis gave Brezhnev a crash course on crisis management and interna-
tional relations. His morale soared when the much-feared reaction in the United
States and West Germany to the Soviet invasion did not materialize. The signals
from Western leaders that favored business as usual after the invasion of Czecho-
slovakia indicated a political victory for the Soviet Union. It boosted the Kremlin’s
self-confidence, battered earlier by the erosion of the socialist camp. In Septem-
ber 1968, Gromyko reported to the Politburo: ‘‘The determination that the Soviet
Union demonstrated with regard to the Czechoslovak events made the leaders of
the United States consider more soberly their potential in that region and see once
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again the determination of our country’s leadership in defending the vital inter-
ests of the Soviet Union.’’∏∑ In his speeches to senior diplomatic cadres, the
foreign minister sounded even more upbeat: ‘‘Look, comrades, how radically the
correlation of forces in the world changed in recent years. Not so long ago we in
the Politburo had to think carefully, time and again, before taking any foreign
policy step—What would the U.S. do? What would France do? This period is over.
When we believe now that something must be done in the interests of the Soviet
Union, we do it without hesitation, and then we study their reaction. Whatever
noise they can make, the new correlation of forces is such that they no longer dare
to move against us.’’∏∏ About the same time, Alexander Bovin, one of the speech-
writers for Brezhnev, found the general secretary supremely confident and re-
laxed. ‘‘From the crucible of Czechoslovakia emerged a di√erent Brezhnev.’’∏π

But the longer-term costs of Brezhnev’s 1968 success were high. After the
initial shock, the Czechs boycotted Soviet attempts to stifle liberal reforms; it
took years of forced ‘‘normalization’’ to freeze Czechoslovak society. The Prague
Spring created a widespread ‘‘spill-over’’ in the Western non-Russian areas of the
Soviet Union, arguably even more destabilizing than during the Polish and Hun-
garian revolutions of 1956.∏∫ The invasion killed any remaining socialist illusions
on the part of the anti-Stalinist members of the educated classes in Moscow,
Leningrad, and other cultural centers of Russia. A handful of them dared to
protest openly, but many were in moral and intellectual agony. The fault line
between the supporters of de-Stalinization and the Soviet system created in 1956
became an unbridgeable chasm. It was ‘‘the biggest political error during the
postwar time,’’ wrote Bovin in his diary. Those who had worked in Prague for the
international Communist journal, The Problems of World and Socialism, concluded
that the invasion was a crime. Chernyaev wanted to resign from the Central
Committee International Department. He stayed, however, and played the role of
conformist. Many future reformers, including Mikhail Gorbachev and Alexander
Yakovlev, did the same.∏Ω

This fallout notwithstanding, the general secretary passed the test and proved
to his colleagues that he could protect Soviet security interests under pressure.
For all his later willingness to conduct peaceful dialogue with the Western pow-
ers, Brezhnev would have found it much harder to do if he had not earned his
credentials as the executioner of Czechoslovakia. In 1972, he told the Party Ple-
num: ‘‘Without [the invasion of ] Czechoslovakia—there would have been no
Brandt in Germany, no Nixon in Moscow, no détente.’’π≠

Sino-Soviet conflict commanded Brezhnev’s attention several months later. A
new and dangerous military confrontation loomed in the Far East.π∞ In the politi-
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cal and military leadership, the hope for reconciliation with China quickly gave
way to fears of China’s irrational aggressiveness, the new version of the old
Russian chauvinistic myth about ‘‘yellow peril.’’ A joke circulated in Moscow: A
Soviet commander in the Far East calls the Kremlin in panic, asking: ‘‘What
should I do? Five million Chinese have just crossed the border and surrendered!’’
This joke did not raise spirits among those responsible for Soviet security in the
Far East. Indeed, would they give the order to fire on the crowds of unarmed
Chinese civilians if they started flooding over the Soviet borders? Soviet marshals
and generals, trained for waging and winning a nuclear war, had no scenarios for
this event.π≤

Apparently, Brezhnev shared racism-colored fears of China. He neither trusted
the Maoist leadership nor wanted to negotiate with them, leaving this unpleasant
business to Kosygin. But China’s nuclear capabilities bothered him. Later, in May
1973, Brezhnev, according to Kissinger, considered the possibility of a preemptive
strike on China. Almost ten years earlier, when John F. Kennedy sounded out
Khrushchev about a possible surgical strike against the Chinese nuclear arsenal,
the Soviet leadership ignored those signals.π≥ Echoes of this proposal probably
came to Brezhnev’s attention. Later he would try several times to o√er U.S.
leadership the idea of a joint front against possible violators of peace in Beijing.π∂

The idea fit Brezhnev’s ‘‘Sermon on the Mount’’ philosophy. Its main goal,
however, was practical: to deter the Chinese from future provocations on Soviet
borders. During talks between Kosygin and Zhou Enlai in a Beijing airport in
1969, Zhou began the conversation with ‘‘a rumor’’ about a Soviet preemptive
nuclear strike. A Soviet diplomat, present at the meeting, interpreted it as a sign
that the Chinese leadership was ‘‘very scared by this possibility.’’ Zhou Enlai
clearly hinted to the Soviet side that China neither planned nor was able to launch
a war against the ussr. After the talks, Moscow organized additional intimidat-
ing signals and Beijing authorities o√ered a secret nonaggression pact with the
Soviet Union. Russian scholars conclude that Moscow’s tactics of deterring Bei-
jing through nuclear intimidation were e√ective.π∑ At the same time, Soviet intim-
idation produced the classic ‘‘security dilemma’’ e√ect: Mao began to seek rap-
prochement with the United States against the northern enemy, putting aside
ideological constraints.

A third momentous development that opened the door for Brezhnev’s involve-
ment in détente policies was the rapprochement with the new leadership in West
Germany. Some Western European countries, especially France, had sought to
improve relations with Moscow ever since Stalin’s death. But the key to European
détente lay in West Germany. As long as Konrad Adenauer remained chancellor,
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the Bonn government refused to recognize the gdr in any form. The Berlin Wall
dramatically raised the price the German people were paying for such a policy. A
top Soviet expert recalled later that ‘‘much of what happened in Europe—and the
origins of the Helsinki process—had roots in the second division of spheres of
influence in Europe that took place on August 13, 1961.’’ The failure of the
Western powers to prevent the division of Berlin had a profound impact on the
mayor of West Berlin, Willy Brandt, and his adviser, Egon Bahr. Brandt, by then
the leader of the Social Democratic Party (spd), became vice chancellor in 1966
and was elected chancellor in September 1969, campaigning on the platform of
Ostpolitik, a new foreign policy that promised to reopen the borders between the
two parts of Germany.π∏

Alexandrov-Agentov believed that Brezhnev was fortunate to deal with Brandt,
‘‘a man of crystal integrity, sincerely peace-loving and with firm antifascist con-
victions who not only hated Nazism, but fought against it during the war.’’ππ In
order to respond to Ostpolitik, Brezhnev had to overcome many hurdles: his
memories of World War II, the propagandist image of West Germany as a nest of
neo-Nazism and revanchism, and the old ideological enmity between Commu-
nists and Social Democrats.π∫ Brezhnev abhorred the idea of destabilizing the
gdr, in his eyes the country ‘‘paid for by the sacrifice of Soviet people, with the
blood of Soviet soldiers.’’ He also had to manage a di≈cult relationship with the
gdr leader, Ulbricht, who treated any Moscow-Bonn contacts with deep suspi-
cion and had the means to spy on them and spoil them. Still fresh in the collective
memory in the Kremlin was the ‘‘Adzhubei episode’’ of 1964, when Khrushchev’s
son-in-law, allegedly after consuming too much alcohol, o√ered an informal
deal to the West German leadership at Ulbricht’s expense. Mindful of all this,
Gromyko and the Soviet Foreign Ministry deliberately played it safe with regard
to the gdr and ignored promising changes in Bonn.πΩ

The new head of the kgb, Yuri Andropov, helped Brezhnev begin the Soviet–
West German dialogue. Like Gromyko, Andropov considered Stalin’s wartime
diplomacy a brilliant example of Realpolitik. Andropov’s vision of détente was
classic ‘‘peace through strength.’’ He is on record as saying: ‘‘Nobody wants to
talk to the weak.’’∫≠ At the same time, Andropov had long ago decided that
economic, technological, and cultural cooperation with West Germany and the
Germans should be an anchor of future Soviet foreign policy aimed at ending
U.S. domination in Western Europe. He was also reportedly hopeful that in the
future closer relations with and technology transfers from West Germany could
help the modernization of the Soviet Union. Early in 1968, Andropov, with Brezh-
nev’s quiet approval, sent journalist Valery Lednev and kgb o≈cer Vyacheslav
Kevorkov to Egon Bahr with the task of setting up a back channel exchange. The
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secret nature of this channel helped to break through the wall of mutual suspi-
cions and pretenses. It also permitted Brezhnev to conduct a pragmatic dialogue
with Bonn without looking over his shoulder at Ulbricht. After the Czechoslovak
crisis, the back channel was ready for activation.∫∞

Brezhnev waited for the other side to make the first formal move. His own
ideological and political doubts still bothered him. Only in October 1969, after
Brandt won elections and became chancellor, did Brezhnev ask Andropov and
Gromyko to seek an agreement with West Germany.∫≤ The sluggish dynamics of
Soviet–West German relations began to accelerate, as Egon Bahr began to shuttle
between Bonn and Moscow. He spent half a year in 1970 in the corridors of So-
viet power and even learned some important rules of the Soviet bureaucratic
‘‘kitchen.’’ Brezhnev grew to like him. On August 12, 1970, a nonaggression
pact between West Germany and the Soviet Union was concluded in Moscow.
Another treaty, with Poland, acknowledging the post-1945 geopolitical reality,
was signed in December 1970. In May 1971, Walter Ulbricht, a major opponent of
the Moscow-Bonn dialogue and a personal critic of Brezhnev, resigned under
joint pressure from the Kremlin and from the group of younger gdr o≈cials
headed by Erich Honecker. This opened the road to mutual recognition and a
treaty between the two German states a year and a half later.∫≥

Another obstacle was the di≈cult problem of West Berlin. This problem
obviously could not be solved on a bilateral basis, since it involved the gdr and
four Western occupying powers. By 1971, fortunately, U.S. president Richard
Nixon, through his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger, indicated a strong
interest in rapprochement with the Kremlin. The Americans were eager to ‘‘em-
bed’’ Brandt’s Ostpolitik in the framework of their own strategy toward the Soviet
Union. As a quid pro quo for Soviet assistance in helping the Americans to
withdraw from Vietnam, Nixon and Kissinger promised the Politburo to facilitate
a settlement on West Berlin. Formally, the talks on West Berlin proceeded within
the four-powers framework on the level of foreign ministers. In reality, in the
best traditions of secret diplomacy, a web of back channels emerged among the
White House, the Kremlin, and Brandt. In September 1971, the Western powers
formally acknowledged that West Berlin was not part of the Federal Republic
of Germany.∫∂

Thus, Brezhnev achieved what Khrushchev had failed to achieve, despite great
pressure, ten years earlier. The dramatic struggle around Berlin and the gdr that
had caused the two most severe international crises in Europe since World War II
finally become history. On September 16–18, 1971, Brezhnev entertained Brandt
near Yalta, at the state dacha built in Oreanda, where Czar Nicholas I had had a
palace. This ‘‘second Yalta’’ meeting, held in the immediate vicinity of Livadia,
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where the ‘‘Big Three’’ had met in 1945, was a relaxed event that fit Brezhnev’s
style and character. He was impeccably dressed, treated Brandt to sumptuous
feasts, drove him on a speed hydrofoil ride, swam with him in his giant swim-
ming pool, and led Russian-style chaotic conversations about politics and life. In
his clumsy, gregarious way, Brezhnev wrecked the entire schedule of the meeting,
to the initial irritation of his German guest. ‘‘The light and joyous spirit of mutual
a√ection and trust hovered over everything,’’ Alexandrov-Agentov rhapsodized in
his memoirs. ‘‘One could see that Brezhnev liked Brandt very much, and the latter
seemed also satisfied with his host. Later they would rather easily find common
language even on quite complex and sensitive issues.’’ The Crimean meeting was
a psychological breakthrough for Brezhnev. He achieved something that Khru-
shchev most likely had wanted to do but never could: a leader of a major capitalist
country, above all Germany, became Brezhnev’s ‘‘friend.’’∫∑

The opening to West Germany created the duo of Gromyko and Andropov.
Both became Brezhnev’s most reliable political allies on the matter of détente.
The pragmatic, opportunistic nature of this duo was apparent: eventually Gro-
myko and Andropov benefited from it greatly and ended their careers in the
highest positions. Characteristically, like Brezhnev, they constantly asserted their
hard-line ideological credentials. Andropov continued to apply ‘‘the lessons of
Hungary’’ to foreign policy. Even in a facetious verse he wrote to his advisers, he
insisted that the ‘‘socialist achievements’’ must be defended, ‘‘if necessary, by the
axe.’’ And Gromyko, at a conference of high Foreign Ministry o≈cials, said that
West Germany had made concessions to the Soviet Union on practically all the
issues. And ‘‘we gave them nothing.’’∫∏

Triumphalism aside, Gromyko’s tough remarks reflected the pressure of do-
mestic politics on the decision makers. Portraying the rapprochement with West
Germany as a foreign policy success meant bolstering the political authority of
those who had advocated it, and above all, Brezhnev’s personal authority. This
was not easy, since Brezhnev was not Stalin and the Soviet Union was no longer a
totalitarian monolith. Molotov in retirement remarked that ‘‘agreement on the
borders of the two Germanys is a big deal,’’ but praised Brandt, not Brezhnev, for
it. Other Stalinists, present everywhere in the party apparatus, continued to be-
lieve that geopolitical deals should not come at the expense of the ideological
goals of Soviet foreign policy. There was also a broad array of increasingly influ-
ential cultural and intellectual figures whom Walter Laqueur considered ‘‘Rus-
sian fascists’’: anti-Western proponents of transformation of the Soviet Union
into a Great Russia.∫π In 1976, long after the policy of détente was hailed as a great
success by party propagandists, Brezhnev remarked: ‘‘I genuinely want peace
and will never back down. Some people, however, dislike this policy. And they are
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not [out in the streets], but inside the Kremlin. They are not some propagan-
dists from regional committees. They are people like me. Only they think dif-
ferently!’’∫∫ These concerns about potential opposition continued to dominate
Brezhnev’s détente policies on all levels.

Initially, ‘‘those who thought di√erently’’ tried to pull Brezhnev over to their
side. Eventually, however, Stalinists and Russian nationalists lost the battle for
Brezhnev’s soul. Brezhnev grew to depend on his small circle of foreign policy
speechwriters and assistants, and these people began to influence, ‘‘with word
and pen,’’ the shape of not only foreign, but also domestic, public pronounce-
ments of the general secretary. By contrast, Brezhnev increasingly distanced
himself from the most extreme views of his ignorant, crudely anti-American
cronies who did not approve of détente for dogmatic ideological reasons. From
time to time, Brezhnev showed written examples of ‘‘anonymous’’ criticism of
hard-liners to his liberal assistants, as if telling them: ‘‘There are wolves ready to
devour you, but I will not give you away to them.’’∫Ω

Some of Brezhnev’s speechwriters (Arbatov, Chernyaev, Shakhnazarov) later
supported Mikhail Gorbachev and contributed to glasnost and the ‘‘new think-
ing’’ that transformed Soviet foreign policy and the Soviet Union itself. Their
impact was considerable: they couched Brezhnev’s speeches and reports in much
less militant and ideological language than the majority of the nomenklatura and
many of Brezhnev’s old friends and cronies expected and preferred. Yet, in retro-
spect, their role was strictly limited. Their attempts to liberate Soviet policies
of détente from the dead weight of ideology and to open Brezhnev’s mind to
new international realities brought few results. The general secretary remained
staunchly antireformist in domestic politics and dependent on ideological ortho-
doxy. The main impulses for détente initially came from outside and were suc-
cessful to the extent that they matched Brezhnev’s deeply held convictions and
ambitions.

The general secretary wanted to convert the growing military power of the
Soviet Union into the coin of international diplomacy and prestige. With the help
of Andropov, Gromyko, and his ‘‘enlightened’’ assistants and speechwriters,
Brezhnev began to formulate his grand international vision, a program of con-
structing peace in Europe and openings toward the West. The centerpiece of this
program was the idea of an all-European conference on security and cooperation.
The Soviet leader announced this at the next Party Congress, which was sched-
uled for the spring of 1970 but was held in March–April 1971. A scholar of
détente concluded that at the Congress ‘‘Leonid Brezhnev established his leader-
ship of the Politburo in foreign a√airs.’’ He also ‘‘openly identified himself with
the Soviet response to Brandt’s Ostpolitik.’’Ω≠ The unanimous support and the
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ovation that Brezhnev received from the Congress delegates for his Peace Pro-
gram and the opening toward West Germany was not merely a ritualistic act but a
crucial political event. From now on, Brezhnev was in a better position to silence
the critics of his foreign policy. To make this point clear at the Congress, Gro-
myko spoke against the anonymous figures inside the party and the country who
interpret ‘‘any agreement with capitalist states as some kind of conspiracy.’’Ω∞

In October 1971, Brezhnev lectured his speechwriters: ‘‘We have been con-
stantly fighting for détente and we have already achieved much. Today in our
talks with the largest states of the West we aim at agreement, not at confronta-
tion. And we will do everything to make the [Conference on European Security
and Cooperation] proclaim a declaration on the principles of peaceful coexis-
tence in Europe. This will postpone war perhaps by twenty-five years, probably
even by a century. To this end we focus all our thoughts and activities of our
Foreign Ministry and public organizations of our country, as well as those of our
allies.’’Ω≤ But ‘‘the fight for détente’’ was to grow ever more complicated. And the
reason was not so much domestic constraints as developments in the outside
world. The Brezhnev leadership had to overcome the biggest obstacle of all: the
war in Vietnam and the persistence of the U.S.-Soviet confrontation.

birth pangs of u.s.-soviet détente

For years, Brezhnev and his friends in the Soviet military command and the
military-industrial complex had regarded the United States as the main adversary.
The ideas of arms control and negotiated compromise with the United States did
not mesh well with their mind-set, which was permeated by anti-Americanism.
Making matters worse was the Khrushchev-era military doctrine, which aimed at
winning a nuclear war. The Ministry of Defense insisted, in addition to strategic
parity, on getting some kind of a force, equivalent to the American, British, and
French medium-range and short-range nuclear missiles, deployed in Western
Europe and in the seas around the Soviet Union.Ω≥ Ultimately, the Soviet military
command (much in the same way as its U.S. counterpart) wanted to retain
complete freedom in the continuing arms race. The Soviet military continued to
be suspicious of a few diplomats who began to understand that victory in a
nuclear war was impossible and that the goal should be negotiated parity based
on mutual trust. Minister of Defense Grechko claimed at a Politburo meeting that
the head of the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (salt) delegation, Vladimir
Semenov, ‘‘was giving in to American pressure.’’ At first, Brezhnev also was not
particularly supportive of the diplomats. When he instructed the salt delegation
before the talks began in Helsinki in October 1969, he told them sternly to keep
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their mouths shut about military secrets. The kgb, he warned them, was just
around the corner.Ω∂

The establishment of the back channel between Washington and Moscow in
February 1969 did not produce results for months. Every Soviet message to the
White House had to go through the cumbersome procedure of Politburo collec-
tive approval. Nixon’s intentions were the subject of guesses and strong suspi-
cions in Moscow. For years, Soviet leaders knew him only as a devout anti-
Communist and expected the worst from his presidency.Ω∑ Sharp di√erences in
priorities did not help Soviet-American relations either. The Politburo believed
that the bilateral arms control negotiations were a top priority. Nixon, however,
was obsessed with Vietnam and tied all arms control issues to his demand that the
Kremlin should apply pressure on Hanoi to end the Vietnam War.Ω∏ Nobody in the
Kremlin was ready to do this. When Nixon proposed a summit meeting, Foreign
Minster Gromyko, sensing the prevailing mood of the leadership, spoke at the
Politburo meeting against any hurry to meet with the U.S. president. He insisted
on linking the summit to a successful signing of the agreements on West Berlin.
The Politburo agreed, and Nixon’s o√er was left unanswered for months.Ωπ

Not until 1971 did Brezhnev show strong personal interest in the back chan-
nel communications. By the summer of that year, however, he was willing to
meet with Nixon and even visit the United States. Several factors intervened to
bring about this change. The first development was Brezhnev’s growing self-
confidence after the Party Congress in March–April 1971 and as a result of the
successful meetings with Bahr and Brandt. Another factor was the sudden an-
nouncement of Nixon’s trip to China. The Sino-Soviet border clashes finally
convinced Washington policy makers that joint support of North Vietnam by the
two Communist giants was fiction. Nixon and his national security adviser,
Henry Kissinger, launched their ‘‘triangular diplomacy,’’ parallel and coordinated
rapprochement with Beijing and Moscow. From that moment, Gromyko’s pro-
crastination tactics no longer looked prudent.Ω∫

The final push soon came, on August 5, 1971, when Brezhnev received his first
personal letter from Nixon. Until then, the o≈cial Soviet addressee of the back
channel correspondence was Kosygin. The president appealed to Brezhnev to
become his partner in discussing ‘‘big issues.’’ The general secretary immedi-
ately responded with a suggestion to hold a Soviet-American summit in Moscow
in May–June 1972. Dobrynin received instructions from Moscow that from now
on Brezhnev would personally supervise preparations for the summit.ΩΩ

As in the case of Ostpolitik, the general secretary decided to invest his political
capital in the relationship with Nixon only when he saw reasonable prospects for
a breakthrough. Still, the final miles leading to the Moscow summit were strewn
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with rocks. The first crisis broke out when Brandt faced a no-confidence vote in
the Bundestag that threatened to disrupt the ratification of the Soviet–West Ger-
man Treaty. It would have been a tremendous embarrassment for Soviet diplo-
macy and Brezhnev—the results of the Soviet-German rapprochement would
have been suspended or, even worse, reversed. Brezhnev appealed to the White
House to intervene in West German politics to help Brandt. At some point, the
kgb even contemplated bribing some deputies of the Bundestag.∞≠≠ On April 26,
1972, Brandt won the vote of confidence by a two-vote margin. On May 17, the
Bundestag ratified the Moscow Treaty. This gave Brezhnev the high ground,
politically and psychologically, for negotiations with Nixon in Moscow.

Another development that tested the emerging Soviet-American dialogue at
the highest levels followed in South Asia. In November 1971, a war broke out
between Pakistan and India. Just three months earlier, the Soviet Union had
signed the Treaty on Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation with India. The Soviet
leadership committed itself to deliver a large supply of armaments. Brezhnev’s
assistant later recalled that this was primarily a geopolitical move to o√set Nix-
on’s rapprochement with China. But what happened next stunned the leadership
of both superpowers. Emboldened by the treaty and arms supplies, Indian presi-
dent Indira Gandhi authorized the Indian army to make incursions into Bangla-
desh, then Eastern Pakistan, to assist Bengali separatists. Then the Pakistanis
attacked Indian airfields. Although the Pakistan army quickly lost the war in the
east, the war could still spread into Kashmir, the main contested region between
the two states.∞≠∞

Nixon and Kissinger responded to the Indian-Pakistani war almost hysteri-
cally; they saw it as a Soviet plot to undermine the entire edifice of American
triangular diplomacy, specifically American attempts to build up China (and its
ally Pakistan) as a counterweight to the Soviet Union. They demanded Brezhnev’s
guarantees that India would not attack Western Pakistan. Nixon seemed to be
ready to link the future summit in Moscow to Soviet behavior on this issue. He
also sent the U.S. Navy to the Bay of Bengal. The Soviets, including Dobrynin,
could not see why the White House supported Pakistan, whom they believed had
started the war, against India. Brezhnev, puzzled at first, was soon enraged. In
his narrow circle, he even suggested giving India the secret of the atomic bomb.
His advisers did their best to kill this idea. Several years later, when Alexandrov-
Agentov reminded Brezhnev of this episode, he still reacted angrily and spoke
spitefully about American behavior.∞≠≤

But the biggest obstacle to the summit remained the Vietnam War. In the spring
of 1972 Hanoi launched a new o√ensive in South Vietnam, without even bother-
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ing to consult with Moscow. In April, the U.S. Air Force resumed the bombing
campaign against the North and accidentally hit four Soviet merchant ships, kill-
ing several sailors. In early May, Nixon ordered even more brutal bombing attacks
on Hanoi and the mining of Haiphong harbor.∞≠≥ Kosygin, Podgorny, Shelest, and
other Politburo members believed that the summit with Nixon should be can-
celled because of the bombing and the deaths of the Soviet personnel.∞≠∂ Brezhnev
wavered. He was, recalls his assistant, ‘‘shocked and furious at Washington’s
provocative actions.’’ Nixon’s motives to preserve his prestige in the eyes of the
American public concerned Brezhnev very little. ‘‘He only felt that the Soviet-
American meeting, the business that required so much of his energy and time,
was now an object of a gamble, and that [Nixon] was trying to push him into the
corner.’’∞≠∑

But Brezhnev’s personal interest in the summit prevailed over emotions, and
he pleaded with colleagues for moderation. As it was clearly impossible to force
Hanoi to stop its military actions halfway, Brezhnev and Gromyko tried to medi-
ate between Kissinger and the Hanoi representatives. They also quickly agreed
that Kissinger should secretly come to Moscow for troubleshooting discussions.
Nixon’s national security adviser was in Moscow on April 21 and 22. Instead of
pressing the Soviet leader on Vietnam (as Nixon wanted him to do), Kissinger did
his best to strike a cordial relationship with Brezhnev. In the matters of sub-
stance, Kissinger was in a mood for compromise: he gave way to Brezhnev and
Gromyko on the text of ‘‘The Basic Principles of Relations between the ussr and
the USA.’’ As Brezhnev’s foreign policy assistant summarized, ‘‘This document
was tantamount to recognition of the most important principles that the So-
viet side stood and struggled for during many years.’’ The most important for
the general secretary was acknowledgment of ‘‘equality’’ as a basis for Soviet-
American détente.∞≠∏

Brezhnev’s conversations with Kissinger, now declassified, reveal the general
secretary at his prime as a negotiator: a confident, energetic, and jovial man in a
stylish dark blue suit with gold watch chain, not giving an inch in substance and
style to his partner, the former Harvard professor. At the time, Brezhnev was in
good physical shape. He used his charm, mastered the topics of conversation
quickly, did not read from the script, and easily answered Kissinger’s arguments.
The general secretary tried his best humor on his guest, and the American
responded in kind.∞≠π He also wondered when the United States was going to
leave Vietnam. ‘‘De Gaulle fought seven years in Algeria,’’ he reminded Kissinger.
‘‘It was simply a waste of time and e√ort. You face the same prospect.’’ He also
told Nixon’s skeptical adviser: ‘‘I certainly support President Nixon’s idea of
ending the war. That is the end-goal of all of us. Certainly the Soviet Union has no
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axe to grind. We seek no advantage to us whatsoever.’’ At the same time, Brezh-
nev clearly wanted to move from Vietnam on to other issues of ‘‘general détente.’’
He told Kissinger that ‘‘the current discussions represent the start of a major
future process, the start of building mutual trust.’’ There should be ‘‘other good-
will measures to solidify good relations between the ussr and the U.S.,’’ in the
spirit of ‘‘the noble mission that rests on their shoulders.’’∞≠∫

Brezhnev’s personal diplomacy began under exceptionally favorable condi-
tions. Never since the times of the Grand Alliance had an American president
tried so hard to win Soviet trust and allow the Kremlin leadership so much ac-
cess to the White House. Nixon and Kissinger, each for their own reasons,
kept the State Department, the rest of the administration, and indeed the entire
U.S. political establishment in the dark about their strategies. Kissinger chose
Dobrynin and later Brezhnev as his confidants to complain about the ‘‘Byzantine
bureaucracy’’ of Washington and Nixon’s ‘‘idiosyncratic style.’’ Several times
Dobrynin was Kissinger’s exclusive guest in the top-secret Situation Room in the
West Wing of the White House. Brezhnev, as his assistant recalled, was ‘‘mightily
amused’’ by Kissinger’s repeated pleas to keep some aspects of their talks as their
personal secret. At the same time, he could not help being flattered by such an
exclusive relationship.∞≠Ω

But Kissinger’s mission, successful as it was, could not dispel the storm
gathering in Moscow on account of Vietnam. The Politburo remained divided,
and some of its members urged rescinding Nixon’s invitation to Moscow and
rea≈rming the Soviet Union’s prestige in the Communist camp by acting as a
staunch ally of Hanoi. The leading skeptic was Nikolai Podgorny, chairman of the
Supreme Soviet and therefore technically ‘‘head of state.’’ His background and
cultural level was very similar to Brezhnev’s, but he lacked his friend’s charm and
flexibility. Podgorny had been watching Brezhnev’s foreign policy activism with
jealousy and since 1971 had tried to poke his nose into diplomatic a√airs. Gro-
myko, with Brezhnev’s blessing, firmly rebu√ed these encroachments. But in
April and May 1972, Podgorny sensed his opportunity to speak up on foreign
a√airs. His potential ally was the Ukrainian party leader, Petro Shelest, a staunch
believer in ‘‘class-based’’ foreign policy and a closet critic of Brezhnev’s leader-
ship qualities. Shelest wrote in his diary: ‘‘Our successes in foreign a√airs wholly
depend on our domestic strength, on our people’s faith in us, on our fulfillment
of our plans and commitments.’’ Détente, in his opinion, was a slippery slope.
Worst of all, Brezhnev’s allies and friends wavered: Minister of Defense Grechko
spoke against inviting Nixon to Moscow, and Mikhail Suslov, the supreme judge
of the ideological purity of state policies, was suspiciously silent on the forth-
coming summit.∞∞≠ Alexandrov-Agentov recalls that there was ‘‘a real danger’’
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that emotional arguments about solidarity with Vietnam ‘‘might resonate among
the considerable part of the Central Committee and among the public.’’∞∞∞

Faithful to his consensus-building style, Brezhnev waited for others in the
Politburo to defend the idea of a summit. To everybody’s surprise, Kosygin spoke
in favor of it. He and Gromyko argued that a cancellation of the summit could
derail ratification of the Moscow treaty with West Germany still pending at
the time in Bonn, and it could put an indefinite hold on the agreements with
Kissinger on salt and abms that created the framework of strategic parity be-
tween the United States and the ussr. The winning argument was that the North
Vietnamese should not be allowed to exercise a veto over Soviet relations with
the United States.∞∞≤ For the moment, state interests prevailed over ideological
passions.

This was the time at which the Soviets sharply increased the purchase of
Western technology and began several projects aimed at the modernization of the
chemical and automobile industries. They were building two giant vehicle manu-
facturing plants—one for cars (Tolyatti) and another for trucks (the Kama River
plant).∞∞≥ Kosygin’s support for détente reflected the widespread expectation
among the captains of Soviet industries that European détente and a U.S.-Soviet
summit would reopen access to Western economic, financial, and technological
resources. Chernyaev’s diary record of the Politburo meeting on April 6 provides
a colorful illustration of this. Deputy of Kosygin and longtime Minister of Oil
Nikolai Baibakov and Minister of External Trade Nikolai Patolichev presented a
draft agreement on the economic and trade agreements with the United States.
Podgorny sharply objected to cooperation with the Americans on constructing
gas and oil pipelines from Tyumen and Yakutia, two permafrost areas to the east
of the Urals. Couldn’t the Soviets develop Siberia without foreign capital and
technical assistance? Brezhnev invited Baibakov to speak. He ‘‘calmly took the
microphone, barely hiding an ironic expression on his face.’’ Using facts and
figures, he demonstrated the profitability and benefits of the agreements. ‘‘If we
reject the agreement,’’ Baibakov continued, ‘‘we will not be able to access the oil
reserves of [Yakutia] for at least thirty more years. Technically we can lay a gas
pipeline. But we lack metal for pipes, machinery, and equipment.’’ Eventually, the
Politburo voted for the drafts.∞∞∂

The full clout of the general secretary had to be brought to bear to overcome
the resistance of the military. By mid-April, the obstructionist stand of the Minis-
try of Defense forced the top salt negotiator, Vladimir Semenov, to turn to
Brezhnev for assistance. At a meeting of the Defense Council in May 1972,
Brezhnev abandoned his customary caution and spoke in full voice. According to
a witness, he asked Grechko: ‘‘If we make no concessions, the nuclear arms race
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road to détente,  1965 – 1972 221

will go further. Can you give me, the Commander-in-Chief of Armed Forces, a
firm guarantee that in such a situation we will get superiority over the United
States and the correlation of forces will become more advantageous to us?’’
When Grechko mumbled indicating a negative response, Brezhnev concluded:
‘‘Then what is wrong? Why should we continue to exhaust our economy, increase
military expenses?’’ With great reluctance, the military dropped their objections
to the arms agreements. During the Moscow summit, the head of the Military-
Industrial Commission, Leonid Smirnov, played a constructive role in finding
compromise settlements with the American delegation. Grechko had to go along
with them, but his resistance to the negotiated compromises with the Americans
continued.∞∞∑

Brezhnev also decided to convene a secret plenary session of the Central
Committee and appeal for support for his decision to meet with Nixon. The days
before and during the plenum, less than a week before Nixon’s arrival, were
perhaps the most nerve-wracking time for Brezhnev since the Czechoslovak
crisis. The uncertainty about ratification of the Moscow Treaty in Bonn added to
the tension. Alexandrov-Agentov recalled ‘‘the atmosphere of condensed anx-
iety’’ at Brezhnev’s dacha, where Gromyko, Ponomarev, and a team of speechwri-
ters worked. ‘‘Leonid Ilyich was in those days like a walking bundle of nerves,
popping in and out of the room, smoking one cigarette after another.’’∞∞∏ One is
struck by Brezhnev’s personal emotional investment and his feelings of insecu-
rity and vulnerability, despite the power of his o≈ce. This was, of course, vintage
Brezhnev. Kissinger, during his first secret talks with Brezhnev, observed ‘‘an
uneasy, quite touching, meld of defensiveness and vulnerability somewhat out of
keeping with the assertive personal style. At this point the personalities of Nixon
and Brezhnev intersected.’’∞∞π

Fortune again smiled on Brezhnev. At the plenum, Kosygin, Gromyko, Suslov,
and Andropov spoke strongly for détente with the United States. This event
marked a big victory for Brezhnev.∞∞∫ Now he could safely assume the mantle of a
statesman without fearing for his back at home. When Nixon arrived at the
Kremlin for talks on May 22, Brezhnev suddenly whisked him into his o≈ce
(once Stalin’s quarters) for a private conversation. Podgorny and Kosygin, as well
as Kissinger, were left outside, furious. Soviet interpreter Viktor Sukhodrev, the
only living witness of this meeting, believes it was a pivotal moment in Brezh-
nev’s personal commitment to Soviet-American détente. During the talk, Brezh-
nev raised the question of whether the United States and the Soviet Union could
reach an agreement on the nonuse of nuclear weapons against each other. The
antinuclear agreement could, in his view, form a sound basis for lasting peace in
the world. This proposal revealed the limits of Brezhnev’s strategic vision and
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sophistication. Brezhnev reduced the essence of the Cold War to a mutual fear of
a nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union. He also believed
that an agreement between leaders would be su≈cient to dispel this fear. But
Brezhnev’s proposal also showed the strength of his belief in détente. As Brezh-
nev’s entourage claims, this idea did not come from Gromyko’s briefings but
sprang from the heart of the general secretary.∞∞Ω

The crucial part of the meeting was Brezhnev’s suggestion to establish a
personal relationship and engage in a special personal correspondence with the
U.S. president. Nixon eagerly responded, reminding Brezhnev of the special
relationship between Roosevelt and Stalin during the war. For Brezhnev, this
was a move behind the Politburo’s back. As is always true in human a√airs,
but particularly in Brezhnev’s case, perceptions were more important than sub-
stance. Two years later, Averell Harriman recorded the general secretary saying:
‘‘Perhaps most Americans did not realize the importance of those first few min-
utes of conversation with President Nixon in 1972, which had had a decisive
e√ect. The President had said, ‘I know you are loyal to your system and we are
loyal to ours. So let’s put this question aside and build a good relationship
despite this di√erence in systems.’ Brezhnev said he had given the President his
hand in friendship and had agreed there would be no interference in one an-
other’s internal a√airs and the two countries would subscribe to peaceful coexis-
tence. A whole series of political and economic agreements had been reached on
this basis.’’∞≤≠

According to Sukhodrev, Brezhnev made the same remark in his narrow circle
over and over again. He was impressed that the U.S. president was prepared to
leave all strategic interests and details aside and just talk about how to improve
Soviet-American relations.∞≤∞ The perception of friendship with the U.S. presi-
dent elevated Brezhnev way above his colleagues and rivals, to the historic place
that only Stalin had reached before. Détente became Brezhnev’s personal project
and he intended to keep it going.

détente without brezhnev?

This close look at the origins of détente proves that the rapid decline of Cold War
tensions in the period from 1970 to 1972 was not inevitable nor preordained.
True, the shadow of the nuclear arms race and the rapid proliferation of nuclear
missiles and warheads in the United States and the Soviet Union greatly contrib-
uted to the perception of a dangerous stalemate and helped to rationalize détente
in terms of state interests, by presenting arms control as the optimal policy for
both sides. This rationalization has since been enshrined in mountains of books,
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particularly those written during the 1970s and 1980s, since the outcome of the
global bilateral confrontation was still not certain. But to imply that the psycho-
logical and economic costs of the nuclear arms race, and the danger of nuclear
war, were enough to compel statesmen to seek accommodation in the late 1960s
and early 1970s would be the same as suggesting that the prospect of accidental
death could be a su≈cient reason to cancel Formula One or nascar races. In
other words, it would mean ascribing too much rationality and wisdom to great
powers and their leaders.

True, Soviet political leadership felt intense pressure to reenergize the econ-
omy and produce both guns and butter. Détente could be an easy way out of this
double bind. There was a desperate need for hard currency and Western tech-
nologies.∞≤≤ Upon a closer look, however, these economic concerns, strategic
calculations, and attention to the nuclear balance carried much less weight in the
Kremlin policy debates and contributed less to the Soviet change of heart in favor
of détente than one might expect. The majority of Politburo members, as well
as the party secretaries and the military—men like Kosygin, Suslov, Podgorny,
Shelest, Ustinov, and Grechko—all had deep reservations for di√erent reasons
about dancing the ‘‘détente waltz’’ with the Americans. Andropov in the kgb and
Gromyko in the Foreign Ministry initially lacked the clout and political will to go
too far out on the limb in favor of negotiations with the West. It was Brezhnev’s
personal and increasingly emotional involvement and his talents as a domestic
consensus builder that proved to be the most important factor in securing the
policy of détente in the period from 1968 to 1972.

The orthodox views and collective experiences of the majority of the members
of Soviet elites and the Politburo prevented them from seeing world realities and
acting on them in the way neorealist scholars have assumed they did. At the same
time, despite their orthodox zeal, the majority in the Politburo did not live up to
the dark expectations and warnings of American neoconservatives. Although
some documents prepared by the Foreign Ministry and the kgb did portray
détente as the best possibility for the accumulation of Soviet power and spread of
Soviet influence in the world, the debates in the Politburo never produced any
devious plan of Soviet aggression and domination, as neoconservatives feared.
This Politburo, despite its periodic bouts of ideological emotions and jingoism,
was not prepared for global and open conflict with the United States. The major-
ity lacked the global vision and the clarity of purpose for what the Soviet Union
should do with its growing military power. They did not even see how to benefit
from the fact that the United States was bogged down in Southeast Asia. After
China, the Soviet leadership ‘‘lost’’ Indonesia and was rapidly losing influence in
Egypt and the Middle East. Nothing was gained from their assistance to North
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Vietnam. Between 1964 and 1971, the Soviet leadership subjugated its primary
security interests, including direct negotiations with the United States, to the
vaguely constructed cause of ‘‘proletarian solidarity’’ with Communist Vietnam
and to the support of radical Arab regimes. The Soviet leaders also closed their
eyes to the fact that the North Vietnamese and Egyptian leaderships remained
impervious to Soviet political influence and, in e√ect, fought their own wars
without taking Soviet interests into account.

Soviet behavior in the years leading up to détente can only be explained if one
takes into account the dynamics of the Soviet post-totalitarian politics in which
consensus concealed ‘‘the fight of bulldogs under the carpet’’ and in which the
leader was more broker and negotiator than dictator. The new evidence reveals
complex and very important ‘‘two-level’’ games between Soviet foreign policy and
domestic politics, and between global strategy and local commitments to various
satellites (for example, the gdr and North Vietnam). It is obvious that this
change required serious e√orts at persuasion, propaganda, and political coer-
cion; from 1964 until 1972, the pro-détente consensus in the Soviet political
leadership was extremely fragile and still could have fallen apart. Consolidating
this consensus and investing political capital into détente at crucial moments was
the main contribution of Leonid Brezhnev to international history.

Kissinger disparaged Brezhnev in his memoirs. ‘‘He sought to obscure his
lack of assurance by boisterousness, and his sense of latent inadequacy by occa-
sional bullying.’’ In Kissinger’s opinion, Brezhnev’s ethnic Russian background
contributed to his insecurity: He ‘‘represented a nation that had survived not by
civilizing its conquerors but by outlasting them, a people suspended between
Europe and Asia and not wholly of either, with a culture that had destroyed its
traditions without yet entirely replacing them.’’∞≤≥

Indeed, Brezhnev felt insecure in the international arena. But, by contrast to
the irascible Nikita Khrushchev, whose lack of assurance translated into bouts of
revolutionary diplomacy and crisis-mongering, Brezhnev transformed his inse-
curity into a quest for international recognition. Détente for Brezhnev also be-
came an important substitute for domestic reforms, the substitute that obscured
the already-present drift and decline in economy, technology, and science and,
above all, in the ideological sphere. The general secretary su√ered from com-
parison with Stalin and Lenin, and even with Khrushchev. He lacked the will,
vision, and intellect to become an e≈cient and charismatic leader in the Soviet
Communist regime. By 1972, Brezhnev had been in o≈ce for eight years. The
length of his term was approaching that of Khrushchev. He needed a clear and
visible success, and these dynamics became obvious during the presummit crisis
in April and May 1972.
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The initial e√ect of the Moscow summit on the Soviet people and the elites
was powerful. In pursuing détente with Germany and the United States, Brezh-
nev found the heretofore missing source for his domestic legitimacy. Although
there were no studies on Soviet public opinion done at the time, fragmentary
evidence, including personal diaries, indicates that Brezhnev’s popularity and
support for his peacemaking increased among millions of average Soviet citi-
zens, including less-educated people with war memories and those who had
strong anti-American feelings.∞≤∂ The April plenum of 1973, at which Brezh-
nev received overwhelming support for his policy of rapprochement with the
United States and West Germany, was a high point of his political career. Anti-
American propaganda, pervasive in Soviet news, suddenly ceased. A trickle of
positive publications on life and culture in the United States, once extremely
rare in other than a few elitist journals, now grew into the media torrent that
reached the general public, the first such occasion since Kennedy’s assassi-
nation. The jamming by the state of the Voice of America stopped, and Soviet
youth gained access to American pop culture and the Beatles’ songs on short-
frequency wavelengths. Chernyaev even called Nixon’s visit a foreign policy
equivalent of Khrushchev’s 1956 secret speech. He wrote: ‘‘These May days of
1972 will be counted as the start of an era of convergence [of capitalism and
Communism]—in its truly revolutionary sense of the word, the one that would
save humanity.’’∞≤∑

Very soon this hyperbolic assessment had to be toned down. The nature of the
Soviet political and economic system, of Soviet politics and the character of the
leadership, made it impossible for détente to turn into an exit from the Cold War.
The consensus he presided over was not as belligerent and xenophobic as the one
that had existed under his predecessors. Still, it was clearly based on the formula
of ‘‘peace through strength,’’ and it left all the props of Soviet ideological ortho-
doxy intact, so as to make détente palatable for hard-liners. Last, but not least,
Brezhnev presided over the most expensive and far-reaching armaments pro-
grams in Soviet history. In doing so, he stayed in the good graces of his conserva-
tive friends, Ustinov, Grechko, and the rest of the military and military-industrial
establishment.∞≤∏

Brezhnev harbored sincere hopes that his personal friendships with Brandt
and Nixon would help reduce Cold War tensions. A hard-nosed realist in party
politics, he lapsed into romanticism in international relations. This was not a
revolutionary kind of romanticism. Brezhnev did not believe as much in the
promotion of revolutions and anticolonial movements around the world as in
serving Soviet interests by establishing friendships with other state leaders. He
mistakenly believed that these friendships and economic cooperation between
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the Soviet Union and other great powers could overcome fundamental political,
economic, and ideological di√erences between East and West.

Without Brezhnev and his ‘‘Sermon on the Mount,’’ the détente of the period
from 1970 to 1972 either might not have happened at all or might have been much
less of an event than it was. Brezhnev’s emotional makeup and his experience in
World War II enhanced his sensitivity toward the dangers of war between nato
and the Warsaw Pact countries and a nuclear showdown between the Soviet
Union and the United States. One need only imagine an unsmiling Kosygin, a
gloomy Gromyko, or a hawkish Shelepin taking Brezhnev’s place at the summits
with Western leaders and the di√erence becomes clear. Brezhnev’s penchant to
please, his vainglorious and gregarious nature, his love for foreign cars and
other trinkets can be seen as weaknesses of character—but they worked well for
détente. In a sense, this was the first Soviet leader who consciously and with
pleasure donned the mantle of a peacemaker and a commonsense statesman,
and not of a blustering revolutionary or of a domineering emperor. He was also
the first in the Kremlin who used the broadly televised images of his proximity to
world capitalist leaders as a public relations ploy inside the Soviet Union. Egon
Bahr correctly noted in his memoirs that ‘‘Brezhnev was necessary for transition
to Gorbachev; what the latter accomplished, the former introduced. He was an
asset for world peace.’’∞≤π
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( CHAPTER 8 )

DÉTENTE’S DECLINE

AND SOVIET OVERREACH,

1973–1979

★

What should the Soviet Union fear?

Only its own impotence, relaxation, laxity.

—Molotov, May 1972

History turned a new page on Christmas Eve of 1979, as columns of Soviet
motorized troops crossed the bridges hastily built over the Amu Darya River
near the city of Termez and began to pull into the dark gorges between the
snowy peaks of Afghanistan. Soviet citizens learned the news from foreign short-
wave broadcasts. Around the same time, the elite commando forces ‘‘Alfa’’ and
‘‘Berkut’’ stormed the palace of the general secretary of the People’s Democratic
Party of Afghanistan, Hafizullah Amin, killing him, his family, and his guards.
The kgb set up a puppet government headed by Babrak Karmal, an exiled Afghan
Communist. A few days later, the Soviet news agency tass announced that the
invasion was caused by ‘‘extremely complicated conditions which put in danger
the conquests of the Afghan revolution and the security interests of our country.’’
The news was a surprise even to most of the Soviet foreign policy elite. Experts on
the region were not informed about the invasion in advance. Leading scholars
from the Institute of Oriental Studies of the Soviet Academy of Science instantly
realized that the Kremlin’s old men had committed a fatal policy error. Af-
ghanistan was a historically unconquerable territory, populated by fiercely xeno-
phobic Muslim mountaineers. Yet only one private citizen, father of the Soviet
nuclear bomb and dissident academician Andrei Sakharov, voiced an open pro-
test against the invasion. The Politburo immediately expelled him from Moscow
to Gorky, beyond the reach of foreign correspondents.∞

Around the world, the impact of the sudden Soviet invasion was much greater
than the shock of the similar invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. The latter did
not stop the détente process in Europe and gave only a brief setback to the U.S.-
Soviet talks on strategic arms. Not so in 1979. Western European reaction was
mixed, but American retaliation was immediate and harsh. President Jimmy
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Carter and his national security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, concluded that the
invasion of Afghanistan could only be the beginning of a strategic thrust toward
the Persian Gulf, the largest oil pool in the world. This meant a clear and im-
minent danger to the most vital interests of the United States. In a series of
punitive sanctions, the White House froze and suspended most détente agree-
ments, talks, trade, and cultural relations with the Soviets. Carter even imposed
an embargo on profitable grain sales to the ussr and appealed to the world to
boycott the Olympic Games scheduled to take place in Moscow that summer.

Fifteen years later, new evidence from the Kremlin’s archives revealed that the
Soviet leadership had no aggressive plans to reach the Persian Gulf. Scholars
have concluded that the Soviet leaders reacted above all to the developments in
Afghanistan and the region around it. Selig S. Harrison summarized: ‘‘Afghan
political developments propelled Brezhnev and his advisers on their course much
faster than they had anticipated or programmed, in ways they were unable to
control, and with undesired results they did not envisage.’’≤

In retrospect, the invasion of Afghanistan, despite its initial military success,
presents itself as one of the first signs of Soviet imperial overstretch. As if to
prove this point, a revolution erupted in Poland in the summer of 1980. The rise
of the anti-Communist national movement ‘‘Solidarity’’ was a greater threat to
Soviet geopolitical positions in Central Europe than was the Prague Spring. The
Kremlin leaders, however, decided not to send troops, allowing the Polish revolu-
tion to continue until December 1981.≥ The fear of American reaction played only
a marginal role in this decision. Vojtech Mastny writes, ‘‘Moscow’s conduct in the
Polish crisis was not significantly influenced by any specific Western policies.’’∂

If the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was a disastrous miscalculation and not
an o√ensive scheme, should it invite a reappraisal of the entire preceding period?
As many books on the Cold War in the 1970s informed us, this was the time of
rapid decline of ‘‘high’’ détente between the Soviet Union and the West. An
intense arms race, qualitative as well as quantitative, continued; proxy wars raged
between the superpowers in Africa, above all in Angola (1975–76) and Ethiopia
(1977–78). Zbigniew Brzezinski believed that ‘‘détente was buried in the sands of
Ogaden,’’ because of Soviet interference in the African Horn war between Ethio-
pia and Somalia. Most Soviet foreign policy veterans also insist that détente was a
spent force before the end of 1979. However, they blame this on misunderstand-
ings between the Carter administration and the Kremlin rulers.∑

A closer look at the domestic scene in America and the Soviet Union helps
explain the decline of détente. In the United States, by 1975, it had become a
tainted term, a target of criticism from many politicians in both political parties.
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Less understood and explored are Soviet attitudes toward the deterioration of
relations with Washington. This chapter explores Brezhnev’s diminishing abil-
ity to shape Soviet foreign policy and maintain positive momentum in Soviet-
American relations. As his personal interest and health deteriorated, other fac-
tors of a bureaucratic and ideological nature doomed Soviet foreign and security
policies to drift, stagnate, and dangerously overreach.

détente and human rights

As the year 1972 drew to a close, prospects for Soviet-American ‘‘partnership’’
looked better than at any other time since 1945. The U.S. Senate ratified the abm
treaty and approved a provisional agreement on salt. In October, a package of
Soviet-American economic and trade agreements was signed, clearing the way
for nondiscriminatory trade status for Soviet exports to the United States and
o≈cial credit support for U.S. exports to the Soviet Union. Nixon publicly prom-
ised to provide long-term credits to Moscow. The back channel was bursting with
activity as Americans shared with Moscow exhaustive information on the con-
cluding stages of the Paris talks on peace in Vietnam.∏ In November, both of
Brezhnev’s major partners in the West, Nixon and Brandt, were reelected—one by
a landslide, the other by a secure margin.

On November 20, Brezhnev appeared at the Party Secretariat after a long
period of illness. ‘‘Everything goes well,’’ he said to the applauding apparatchiks.
‘‘After all, the victorious forces turned out to be the forces of peace, not of war.’’
Brezhnev looked forward to the preliminary meeting in Helsinki to discuss prep-
arations for a conference on European security. As a result of Soviet–West Ger-
man rapprochement, concluded Brezhnev, ‘‘we inspire and organize European
a√airs. We should keep this in mind and never let this slip out of our hands.’’π

Also in November, at Soviet insistence, delegates from Eastern and Western
Europe, along with the Soviet Union, the United States, and Canada, agreed to
develop the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. This organiza-
tion, in Brezhnev’s opinion, would become the ultimate political structure on the
continent, replacing nato and the Warsaw bloc.

During the first half of 1973, the general secretary reaped the harvest of
successful Soviet diplomacy. In May, he became the first Soviet leader to visit
West Germany, the country that Soviet propaganda had vilified for decades as the
nest of neo-Nazism. Brezhnev was thrilled by everything he saw, including his
residence, Palais Giemnich, in the vicinity of Bonn, and his new BMW sports car,
a gift from Brandt. The good personal relations between the two leaders trans-
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lated into fruitful negotiations between politicians and industrialists: the Soviet
Union increased the supplies of oil, gas, and cotton in exchange for German
equipment, technologies, and much-coveted consumer goods.∫

In June 1973, Brezhnev went to the United States, and there again he did not
conceal his excitement and pleasure. He toured Washington and spent time at
Camp David and in Nixon’s house in San Clemente, California. He also drove
American cars at high speeds with a terrified Nixon at his side, hugged Holly-
wood celebrity Chuck Connors, and played like a child with a toy six-shooter and
a cowboy belt he got from the president. But, in fact, the results of the visit were
very modest. There was still no breakthrough on trade and economic coopera-
tion. Yet Brezhnev beamed with satisfaction when, on June 22, the anniversary of
the Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, he and Nixon signed a bilateral Agreement
on the Prevention of Nuclear War.Ω

For the general secretary, the nonnuclear pledge agreement was an important
step toward fulfilling his father’s wish. Nixon and Kissinger saw it di√erently.
They would later claim it was a move aimed at driving a wedge between the
United States and nato. In his memoirs, Kissinger insisted that he was the first
to perceive Brezhnev’s proposal as ‘‘a dangerous Soviet maneuver to lure us into
renouncing the use of nuclear weapons, on which the free world’s defense after
all depended.’’ Kissinger even wrote that it was a devious Soviet move to justify a
preemptive attack on China. In reality, at the time of its signing, Kissinger and
Nixon considered this agreement as a purely symbolic one. Its ‘‘decoupling’’
e√ect for nato allies did not concern them too much, and they did not even
consult the West Europeans. And the Chinese ability to initiate a nuclear war
bothered the Americans at that time as much as that of the Soviets.∞≠

This gap between Brezhnev’s intentions and how his American partners per-
ceived them (or at least wanted to portray them) indicated the limits of trust
between Washington and Moscow. Indeed, both sides viewed détente as man-
aged competition, as a continuation of the Cold War by less dangerous means.
Raymond Gartho√, participant and scholar of détente, observed that both sides
wanted to obtain, whenever possible, a unilateral advantage over the other side.
As Brezhnev rejoiced over the strengthening of the Soviet political position in
Europe, Nixon busily journeyed around the Soviet periphery: to Iran, seeking to
establish the Shah as American proconsul in the Persian Gulf, and to Poland,
reviving anti-Soviet hopes in the midst of the Warsaw Pact.∞∞

It was not so much strategy, but rather domestic politics, ideology, and bu-
reaucratic interests that ensured that American politicians and Soviet rulers con-
tinued to stand on the familiar ground of ‘‘negotiating from strength.’’ After the
signing of the salt agreement, Nixon urged an increase in strategic arms. Brezh-
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nev, when he was in West Germany, refused even to discuss the forthcoming
deployment of brand-new Soviet intermediate range missiles, the ‘‘Pioneer,’’ later
known in the West as ss-20’s. Brezhnev’s assistant Alexandrov-Agentov believes
that Brezhnev ‘‘followed the lead of our military leadership, above all Ustinov,
supported by Gromyko.’’ The military was very proud of the new mobile and
high-precision missiles, regarding them as a long-awaited response to the nato
bases surrounding the ussr.∞≤

The only hope for Soviet-American détente in this situation was if both Brezh-
nev and Nixon regarded détente as a joint project worthy of their investments of
time and political capital. Nixon and Kissinger indeed had a personal stake in
détente and zealously pushed aside all others in the U.S. government and Con-
gress who might have taken credit for it. Still, for them détente was one of many
irons in the fire. Nixon’s paramount goals before November 1972 were negotiat-
ing an end to the Vietnam War and winning reelection. Kissinger played an even
more complex game that included China and the Middle East. And from the very
start, the potential for an anti-détente backlash in the United States was much
higher than in any other country of the West. Initially, Nixon could control the
conservative right, but the Watergate scandal would soon erode this control and
would ensure that Nixon’s numerous liberal enemies could attack détente along
with the rest of the president’s record.∞≥

Brezhnev’s agenda was noticeably di√erent. Anatoly Chernyaev, the ‘‘enlight-
ened’’ apparatchik in the Central Committee International Department, noted in
his diary that ‘‘the main life project of Brezhnev is the idea of peace. With this he
wants to stay in people’s memory.’’∞∂ Wherever he could a√ord it, Brezhnev made
the extra e√ort to help his new ‘‘friends,’’ Brandt and Nixon, and to rescue
détente from the attacks of domestic opposition. The general secretary even
contemplated some kind of an alliance among the three leaders. In September
1972, he nudged Kissinger to do something to help Brandt’s reelection. ‘‘Both
you and we are interested in seeing [him win].’’ Kissinger evasively responded
that if the coalition in West Germany won, of the Christian Democrats and the
Christian Social Union (cdu-csu), the Nixon administration would ‘‘use our
influence with them not to change policy.’’∞∑

The issue of Jewish immigration tested Brezhnev’s willingness to help Nixon
and Kissinger in their domestic games. Since 1971, the Soviet Union, acting
under growing pressure, had established modest quotas for Jewish emigration.
After the Moscow summit and back channel negotiations with Kissinger, the
Soviet leadership agreed to raise the quota of those who could apply ‘‘for per-
manent residence in Israel.’’ In the period from 1945 to 1968, only 8,300 Jews
were allowed to leave the Soviet Union. From 1969 to 1972, Jewish emigra-
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tion rose from 2,673 to 29,821 per year and continued to grow exponentially.∞∏

Brezhnev had to spend considerable political capital to allow this emigration,
since, ideologically, it was tantamount to betrayal of the Soviet ‘‘motherland.’’
Besides, many apparatchiks shared anti-Semitic prejudices and resented letting
the Jews emigrate so easily. In August 1972, Soviet authorities issued a special
decree that required Jewish emigrants ‘‘to compensate’’ the state for the cost of
their education as a prerequisite for obtaining permission to leave. This scheme
of ‘‘Jews for cash’’ soon caused the political fallout that was disastrous for Soviet
détente goals.

The American Jewish community used this practice as a casus belli against
Soviet, and indirectly against American, anti-Semitism. The American media
launched a furious campaign against the ‘‘exit tax’’ for Soviet Jews, and a power-
ful Jewish-liberal-conservative opposition to the package of trade and financial
agreements with the Soviet Union emerged in the U.S. Congress. Henry M.
Jackson, Democratic senator from the state of Washington, a politician with
presidential ambitions, made the ratification of the U.S.-Soviet trade bill condi-
tional on ‘‘freedom for Soviet Jews.’’ Charles Vanik of Ohio seconded this amend-
ment in the House of Representatives. The Jackson-Vanik amendment signified a
radical shift in the U.S. Congress and took from the hands of Nixon and Kis-
singer the most visible ‘‘carrots’’ they could o√er to Brezhnev: nondiscriminatory
trade status for the Soviet Union and state credit support for U.S. exports to
the ussr.∞π This campaign revealed how superficial and fragile U.S. domestic
support for agreements with the Soviet Union was. It was also a striking illus-
tration of the power of interest groups and ideological factors in American
foreign policy.∞∫

Initially, Brezhnev kept his distance from the growing turmoil; he was not
anti-Semitic, but at the same time he had no desire to get burned by such a hot
issue.∞Ω Repeated pleas from the White House to do something made him change
his mind. After obtaining the support of the chief party ideologist, Mikhail
Suslov, he quietly asked the kgb and the Ministry of Interior to waive the exit tax
for most emigrating Jews, especially the middle-aged and elderly. Amazingly,
Brezhnev’s informal instruction was ignored by the bureaucracies, and in the
spring of 1973 some immigrants still were required to pay the exit tax. During the
first two months after the introduction of the exit tax, fewer than four hundred
Jews paid 1.5 million rubles for the right to leave the Soviet Union.≤≠

New signals from Washington followed, and on March 20 the general secre-
tary brought up the issue before the Politburo. The transcript of the meeting
depicts Brezhnev’s caginess. The general secretary had to reckon with the sen-
sitivity and explosive power of the Jewish Question. He shared with his colleagues
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his thoughts about the possibility of lifting the ban, imposed by Stalin, on Jewish
cultural life in the Soviet Union. He quickly added, however, that he was mention-
ing it only ‘‘as food for thought.’’ As a result, the exit tax was repealed, but
‘‘informally,’’ in order to not signal any concession to the pro-Jewish lobby in
the United States. Brezhnev also agreed with Suslov, Andropov, Kosygin, and
Grechko that people with education and skills, specialists from secret and mili-
tary labs, or top-level scientists and professionals should not be given an exit visa
to Israel—‘‘because I do not want to seek a quarrel with the Arabs,’’ he admitted.
The entire system of state-imposed discrimination against Jews stayed intact.≤∞

Years later, Anatoly Dobrynin wrote that the position of Brezhnev and Gro-
myko on Jewish immigration was ‘‘irrational.’’≤≤ This opinion ignores a dilemma
that the Jackson-Vanik amendment placed before Soviet architects of détente.
Trade and financial agreements with the United States had high symbolic and
material value for them. At the same time, the new American conditions were
totally unacceptable, because they contradicted the principle of parity and equal-
ity, the major Soviet goal in détente. They asked themselves, Why should the
United States dictate political terms to another superpower with regard to eco-
nomic agreements that were beneficial for them as well? What would the Arab
allies in the Middle East say to the unlimited emigration of Soviet Jews to Israel?
Even deeper lay the problem of domestic politics and ideology: authorized mass
emigration would severely damage both the propaganda of the Soviet ‘‘socialist
paradise’’ that nobody leaves and the process of assimilation of Jews into ‘‘the
family of Soviet peoples.’’ Why should only Jewish immigration be allowed?
What would other ethnic groups in the Soviet Union say? The growing number of
Russian nationalists among members of the cultural elites and bureaucracy sus-
pected the Soviet leaders of being too lenient on the Jews. Nationalists singled
out Brezhnev, claiming that his wife was a ‘‘Jewess’’ (Victoria Brezhnev came
from a Karaite family, and the Karaites traditionally practiced Judaism). Brezhnev
could not have been ignorant of these rumors, which were politically damaging
to his authority.≤≥

Still, Brezhnev was prepared to help Nixon deal with pro-Jewish opposi-
tion and obtain ratification of economic and financial agreements in the U.S.
Congress. By March 1973, the general secretary was communicating constantly
with Andropov, Gromyko, Grechko, Minister of Interior Nikolai Shchelokov, and
other o≈cials, looking for a solution on Jewish immigration that would satisfy
the Americans but would not look like a concession under external pressure. At
the Politburo, Brezhnev emotionally criticized the unnamed saboteurs of his
détente in the ranks of Soviet bureaucracy. He appealed to his colleagues: ‘‘Either
we earn money on this business or we will continue our intended policy towards

2 DF ? 1G D C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI 3I = C P C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



soviet overreach, 1973 – 1979234

the United States. Jackson pre-empted us. If things turn out his way, then our
work and our e√orts will be worth nothing!’’ The result of all this furious activity
was a system of quotas on the immigration of professionals and the authoriza-
tion to inform Nixon and U.S. senators via the back channel that the exit tax
would be applied only in extraordinary circumstances.≤∂

But limited concessions did not placate Jackson and his allies. The opposition
expanded their claims to demand freedom of immigration in general. The neo-
conservatives, cold warriors who at that time surrounded Jackson and would later
migrate to Ronald Reagan’s flank of the Republican Party, rejected any compro-
mise with the Soviet regime.≤∑ The failure of Nixon to deal with the Jewish-
liberal-conservative opposition was a very serious blow to U.S.-Soviet relations. It
precluded chances, however remote, for expansion of economic and trade rela-
tions, which could have broadened political support for détente in American
society. And it encouraged an opposition to deliver more blows to détente. This
opposition was broad and in many ways similar to the movement against recog-
nition of the Soviet regime before 1933. Ideological reasons, which caused the
rejection of atheistic Bolshevism in 1933, and the prominence of human rights
issue now, overrode security and economic interests.

This development signaled the end of a Nixon-Kissinger Realpolitik policy
toward the Soviet regime. And it launched a new transnational alliance between
dissident intellectuals in the Soviet Union and American media, Zionists, and
human rights organizations. The frustrated advocates of de-Stalinization, Jews,
anti-Soviet nationalists, and liberal democrats in Moscow began to appeal to
American journalists to apply pressure on the Brezhnev leadership. They saw the
American enemies of détente, especially Senator Jackson, as their natural allies.
Alexander Solzhenitsyn, along with American neoconservatives, believed that
détente was a sinister Soviet plot and that there could be no compromise with the
Kremlin.≤∏

Suddenly, Brezhnev’s détente was in trouble from within. Ideological conser-
vatives in the Soviet apparatus could now argue that rapprochement with the
West was dangerous for the regime, since it allowed the United States a Trojan
horse inside Soviet society. Persecution by the kgb, arrests, and mental hospitals
did not solve the problem of the dissidents but only added fuel to the fire. Jewish
activists began to harass and later even bomb Soviet o≈ces abroad. From time to
time, Brezhnev called Andropov and told him to ‘‘be more careful.’’≤π The kgb
chief was also surprisingly sensitive to international public opinion. He feared
that, like Beria and kgb heads before him, he would never be able to have a
statesman’s career. As his confidant recalled, ‘‘Andropov’s desire to leave the post
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of the head of state security untarnished was so great that it very soon turned into
a complex.’’≤∫

Andropov’s solution was resourceful: he advocated further Jewish emigration
and favored forcing most vocal dissidents to go abroad as well. The kgb began to
present dissidents, Jews and non-Jews, with a stark choice: long imprisonment
or emigration via a ‘‘Jewish channel.’’ During the 1970s, many figures of the
liberal-democratic movement of the 1960s, writers, artists, and intellectuals,
chose to leave the ussr. Some, like Vladimir Bukovsky and Alexander Ginzburg,
were sent abroad from their prison cells. Cellist Mstislav Rostropovich and his
wife, opera singer Galina Vishnevskaya, were stripped of their citizenship when
they were on artistic tour abroad. This solution, for all its cynicism, was blood-
less, and Brezhnev liked it. It allowed the Soviet leader to balance between his
hard-line friends at home and his ‘‘friends’’ in the West.

The icon of 1960s de-Stalinization, writer Alexander Solzhenitsyn, remained
the largest thorn in the regime’s side. The writer publicly defied Soviet authori-
ties. In September 1968, just a month after the Soviet intervention in Czechoslo-
vakia, the publication of Solzhenitsyn’s Cancer Ward and The First Circle in Europe
and America earned him world fame. In 1970, he was awarded the Nobel Prize
for literature. In contrast to Boris Pasternak, who had renounced the prize under
immense pressure in 1958, Solzhenitsyn seemed to relish the state-organized
campaign against him.≤Ω

The Politburo discussed several times what to do with Solzhenitsyn; his case
became a flash point for clashing attitudes in the leadership regarding domestic
dissent and détente with the West. Andropov recommended that the Politburo
allow Solzhenitsyn to go to Stockholm to receive the prize and then use the
opportunity to strip him of his citizenship. But Brezhnev’s friend and Andropov’s
rival, Minister of Interior Shchelokov, objected. He proposed ‘‘to fight for Solzhe-
nitsyn, not toss him out.’’ On the eve of Nixon’s visit to Moscow, the Politburo
discussed Solzhenitsyn again. Andropov and Kosygin suggested he should be
expelled, but again, nothing was done.≥≠ The Politburo procrastination demon-
strated that de-Stalinization and cultural thaw had left a deep mark even on
ideological conservatives. International uproar around the ‘‘Pasternak a√air’’ in
1958 and the more recent trial and imprisonment of writers Andrei Sinyavsky and
Yuli Daniel in 1965 made the Politburo extremely reluctant to make martyrs of any
figures from the Soviet cultural elites.

In the summer of 1973, Solzhenitsyn’s case came to the Politburo again after
the kgb confiscated Solzhenitsyn’s mammoth manuscript about Stalinist terror
and camps, The Gulag Archipelago. This discovery led to a denouement that perhaps
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neither Solzhenitsyn nor Brezhnev expected. In September and October 1973,
Brezhnev vetoed Andropov’s proposal to expel the writer from the Soviet Union.
He feared that negative fallout would have been a disservice to Brandt and Nixon
and a complicating factor for his trips abroad. He postponed the issue again by
appointing a special commission on Solzhenitsyn. But the writer, driven by mis-
sionary zeal as well as a desire to protect himself and his family, launched a
preemptive public relations campaign in the West. He publicized ‘‘A Letter to the
Soviet Leaders,’’ in which he urged them to replace the Marxist-Leninist ideology
with the Russian Orthodox faith. On the first day of 1974, the Western media
announced the publication of the Russian version of The Gulag Archipelago.≥∞

Seven days later, Brezhnev raised the issue of Solzhenitsyn’s case after dis-
cussing Soviet diplomatic e√orts at the Conference on European Security and
Cooperation in Helsinki. Andropov returned to his old proposal to cut the Gor-
dian knot by expelling the writer from the ussr. Gromyko supported Andropov
but suggested another delay, until the conclusion of the conference in Helsinki.
At this moment, Nikolai Podgorny demanded the immediate arrest of the Nobel
laureate. ‘‘In China they publicly execute people; in Chile the fascist regime
shoots and tortures people; the British in Ireland use sanctions against working
people, and we are dealing with a blatant enemy and just prefer to walk around. If
we expel Solzhenitsyn, we reveal our weakness.’’ Kosygin seconded this proposal
and suggested that Solzhenitsyn should be put on public trial and then sent to the
mines in eastern Siberia. ‘‘Foreign correspondents will not go there—it is too
cold down there.’’ Both, in essence, blamed Brezhnev for his softness and im-
plied that Brezhnev’s foreign trips and his toying with détente began to hurt
other state interests. Even Brezhnev’s old supporter, Andrei Kirilenko, said sar-
castically: ‘‘Every time when we speak about Solzhenitsyn as the enemy of Soviet
regime, this just happens to coincide with some important [international] events
and we postpone the decision.’’ In the end, Brezhnev, in a deft move, agreed that
Solzhenitsyn should eventually be put on trial but did not make any decision
about his arrest.≥≤

At this point, Andropov concluded that the Politburo wanted to ruin his career
by saddling him with Solzhenitsyn’s case.≥≥ Through the secret channel to Egon
Bahr, the kgb chairman quickly arranged an agreement with the West German
government to provide an asylum to the unsuspecting dissident writer. In a
personal memo to Brezhnev, Andropov warned that it had become impossible,
‘‘despite our desire not to harm our international relations, to delay the solution
of the Solzhenitsyn problem any longer, because it could have extremely unpleas-
ant consequences for us inside the country.’’ The kgb chief concluded that
failure to act might embolden numerous anti-Soviet opposition groups, and, in
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the event that the authorities would have to put the writer on trial, it would cause
even ‘‘greater damage.’’ Brezhnev had to give his consent, and Solzhenitsyn was
on the plane to Frankfurt am Main.≥∂

Unfortunately for Brezhnev and Andropov, the issue of human rights and
vocal dissidents did not go away with the celebrated writer. True, many dissidents
vanished without a trace in the West or spent their energy in factional strife and
struggle for positions and grants. But some stayed. Nathan Shcharansky orga-
nized the Zionist movement inside the Soviet Union and demanded full religious
and cultural rights for Jews. A sizable group of Jews could not emigrate because
of their security clearances and continued to provide grist for the anti-Soviet
campaigns among American Jews. Andrei Sakharov and a number of other hu-
man rights activists refused to emigrate and continued their public activities.

The human rights issue surfaced again in the Politburo discussion of the draft
of the Helsinki Final Act, the document to be signed soon at the Conference on
European Security and Cooperation in Helsinki in July 1975. The head of the
Soviet delegation, Deputy Foreign Minister Anatoly Kovalev, one of the ‘‘enlight-
ened’’ diplomats, persuaded Gromyko to make concessions to Western Euro-
peans who wanted to include in the draft Final Act a so-called third basket:
provisions on the free movement of people, family reunification and visits, and
informational, cultural, and educational openness. In return, Western countries
agreed to accept the territorial and political status quo in Eastern Europe as it
emerged after World War II. When the draft Final Act reached the Politburo,
ideological conservatives there expressed outrage and dismay. Would the Soviet
Union be open to subversion and interference from the outside? Kovalev pre-
pared for the storm, but to his surprise Gromyko brought up a historical argu-
ment. He compared the Helsinki agreements to the Congress of Vienna of 1815
and Brezhnev to Czar Alexander. Gromyko cited his ‘‘understanding’’ with Kis-
singer that neither side should interfere with the other’s domestic a√airs, the
Final Act notwithstanding. He concluded that the Soviets got what they wanted,
and as far as human rights were concerned, ‘‘we remain the masters in our own
house.’’≥∑ The conservatives withdrew their objections: after all, Stalin had also
signed the Yalta Declaration of Liberated Europe, in exchange for other Western
concessions.

On August 1, 1975, Brezhnev and Nixon’s successor, Gerald Ford, along with
thirty-three leaders of other European countries and Canada a≈xed their signa-
tures to the historic Helsinki Final Act. In the short term, the act did not lead to
any liberalization inside the Soviet Union. Soviet propaganda touted this event as
Brezhnev’s greatest victory, and the general secretary presented it as such before
the Party Congress. Personally, he regarded it as the culmination of his states-
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manship. In the long run, however, the commitments to human rights embedded
in the act proved to be a time bomb under the Soviet regime. Gromyko, who
dismissed dissidents as having negligible power, was correct: they never played a
significant role in undermining the regime. But his reading of global ideological
and political trends was profoundly flawed. The triumph of czarist diplomacy at
the Congress of Vienna was short-lived. Russia later became the bogeyman of
liberal Europe, which prepared Russian defeat in the Crimean War in 1853–55. In
1975, the Kremlin once again celebrated geopolitical victory without anticipating
its dire consequences.

troubled partnership

The Brezhnev-Nixon partnership was challenged by the sudden outbreak of the
Yom Kippur War on October 6, 1973. The Soviet role in this war has long been the
subject of great controversy. Today this story can be analyzed with much more
clarity, thanks to the recollections of ex-Soviet veterans, above all the senior
Soviet diplomat Viktor Israelyan. A key player in this outbreak was Egyptian
president Anwar Sadat, who prepared the surprise attack against Israel in an
e√ort to restore Arab pride and lost territories. He kept the Politburo and Soviet
representatives in Egypt in the dark—although, of course, the kgb and the mili-
tary must have known about the preparations. As with the North Vietnamese
earlier, the Kremlin leaders could not control or restrain their foreign clients.≥∏

After Nixon went to Moscow, the Egyptian leader, upset that the Soviet-
American rapprochement might mean joint support of the status quo in the
Middle East, began to contemplate a double game. He announced the eviction of
17,000 Soviet military advisers and experts from Egypt. Nixon immediately sent a
personal word to Brezhnev via the back channel that he did not know anything
about Sadat’s decision and had had no secret contact with him. In reality, the
United States quickly responded to the secret signals from Sadat.≥π

Brezhnev was concerned by Egyptian and Syrian preparations. He would have
preferred to work with the United States to prevent another war in the Middle
East. During his trip to Washington in the summer of 1973, he warned Nixon that
Moscow could hardly control its Arab friends. Nixon and Kissinger did not take
Brezhnev’s warnings seriously and did not pursue the subject. Kissinger’s goal
was to undermine Soviet influence in the Middle East, and therefore he refused to
accept Moscow’s role as an architect of peace there. Besides, preoccupied with the
American exit from Vietnam, the Americans did not see the gathering clouds in
this other region.≥∫ Facing American reluctance to act together, the Soviet leader-
ship did not see any reason to alert Israel about the impending Arab attack.≥Ω
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Soviet political and military leaders wanted to help Anwar Sadat defeat Israel
and to regain Egyptian territories. At the same time, they were certain from the
start of the war that the Arabs would lose it. This forecast proved correct, and
they moved to prevent a complete collapse of their Arab allies. During the roller
coaster of the Yom Kippur War, Brezhnev had to wear two hats: one as Politburo
leader and another as the détente statesman. He accomplished this with surpris-
ing skill. He deftly neutralized the hard-liners who wanted drastic actions. For
instance, he sent Kosygin, who demanded action, on a secret mission to Cairo;
there the Soviet premier wasted his time and energy trying to get Sadat to follow
Soviet advice. And he cut out Podgorny, whose belligerence was rivaled only by
his ignorance.∂≠ The Kremlin leader consistently asserted his priority to be that of
working together with the U.S. administration in the spirit of détente, the Basic
Principles, and the agreement to prevent nuclear war. Kissinger admitted in a
narrow circle of his advisers that the Soviets ‘‘have tried to be fairly reasonable all
across the board. Even in the Middle East where our political strategy put them in
an awful bind, they haven’t really tried to screw us.’’∂∞

One reason for this behavior was Brezhnev’s desire to continue his special
relationship with Nixon. During the crisis, the two men exchanged handwritten
amiable notes for the first time, and Brezhnev happily boasted to the Politburo:
‘‘Nixon feels a deep respect for all Soviet leaders and for me personally.’’ By that
time, however, Nixon was engulfed by the Watergate scandal, and Kissinger,
already confirmed as the secretary of state, ran U.S. foreign policy on his behalf.
Kissinger and his sta√ did not miss the chance to exploit Egypt’s defeat to
undermine Soviet influence in that country. During the last stage of the war,
Kissinger ignored Soviet o√ers of cooperation to gain time for victorious Israeli
advances into Egyptian territory.∂≤ Brezhnev and his colleagues began to grumble
about ‘‘the growing role of Zionism in the United States.’’ On October 19, Andro-
pov warned Brezhnev that ‘‘the threat of impeachment for Nixon now has be-
come more real than several months ago. It cannot be excluded that under
present conditions the Jewish lobby in the Congress will put serious constraints
on Nixon’s actions and his willingness to carry out the agreement reached during
your visit to the United States.’’∂≥

The Soviets had to do something to save Sadat and Egypt from a complete
rout. After a long and heated discussion, the Politburo crafted an ambiguous
message to Nixon, recycling the famous 1956 o√er to Eisenhower to dispatch
joint U.S.-Soviet forces to the Middle East to stop the war. Only at the last minute
did Brezhnev agree to give some ‘‘teeth’’ to the message: in case the United States
did not want to use joint force to stop the war, the Soviet Union ‘‘should be faced
with the urgent necessity to consider taking appropriate steps unilaterally.’’ Two
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paratrooper divisions in the Caucasus were brought to a state of readiness and
Soviet warships in the Mediterranean were instructed to move toward Egypt in a
demonstration of force. At bottom, the Soviet gesture was a mild blu√, and it was
carefully designed not to frighten the Americans.∂∂

Kissinger, however, panicked. Without informing the Soviets via the back
channel, he put American strategic forces on defcon-3, the condition just short
of full nuclear alert. When the Politburo reconvened the next morning to dis-
cuss a possible reaction, many blamed this move on Kissinger’s machinations.
Grechko, Andropov, Ustinov, Kirilenko, and some others suggested Soviet mobi-
lization.∂∑ Brezhnev, mindful of Khrushchev’s brinkmanship, proposed to ignore
the alert. Perhaps, he reasoned, Nixon’s nerves were frazzled by the domestic
campaign against him. ‘‘Let him cool down and explain the reason for the nu-
clear alert first.’’ It was perhaps one of the finest moments of Brezhnev’s states-
manship. In fact, Nixon was in a drunken stupor, and Kissinger was managing
the Middle East crisis as a one-man show, ignoring the president. When Nixon
woke up on October 25, he rescinded the alert and sent a personal conciliatory
response to Brezhnev. Finally, joint U.S.-Soviet diplomacy found traction, Israeli
armed forces stopped their advance, and the crisis began to wind down.∂∏

The American unilateralism in the Middle East did not produce the decline of
Soviet-American détente.∂π On the contrary, the Yom Kippur War left Brezhnev
even more convinced that peace between Israel and the Arabs could only be built
by joint Soviet-American actions. In a letter to Nixon on October 28, Brezhnev
hinted at the machinations of some forces that sought to ruin ‘‘personal mutual
trust between us.’’ He no longer concealed his suspicions with regard to Kissin-
ger.∂∫ And he was so irritated by Sadat’s manipulative behavior that he began to
think about establishing diplomatic relations with Israel. He told Gromyko that
the Arabs could go to hell, if they wanted to make the Soviet people ‘‘fight for
them.’’ Chernyaev, a witness to this emotional outbreak, wrote: ‘‘This is real-
politik. But the society knew nothing about it.’’ Soviet propaganda made the
Soviet people believe that Israel was an aggressor again. As in 1967, newspapers
stirred up anti-Zionist emotions, and party organizations arranged rallies of
solidarity with the ‘‘progressive’’ Arab regimes.∂Ω

Brezhnev’s attempts to act as a closet pragmatic in the Middle East proved to
be fruitless. After 1974, the United States seized the initiative in the Israeli-
Egyptian settlement and in the next four years worked out the Camp David
accords. The Soviets had already pumped tens of billions of rubles into Egypt and
bitterly resented Sadat’s betrayal. The ‘‘loss of Egypt’’ had a lasting psychological
impact on subsequent Politburo decision making with regard to African crises.
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And in 1979 these memories would play a crucial role in fomenting Soviet suspi-
cions that Hafizullah Amin could ‘‘do a Sadat’’ to them again in Afghanistan.∑≠

Watergate and Nixon’s resignation in August 1974 caused another lasting trauma
to Brezhnev. During the last months of Nixon’s presidency, his correspondence
with the Soviet leader assumed an increasingly surreal nature. The isolated presi-
dent began to view partnership with the general secretary as a peaceful island in
the storm-tossed sea of the Watergate scandal. Nixon signaled via the back chan-
nel that the two leaders had common enemies, among them Jewish groups in the
United States. He even talked, to the dismay of his sta√, about ‘‘a Brezhnev-
Nixon doctrine’’ as a solid foundation for world peace. Remarkably, Brezhnev
never attempted to exploit Watergate for his own political purposes, as some of
Nixon’s advisers feared would happen. In fact, he was the last foreign leader
continuing to support Nixon without reservations. Just as Stalin and Molotov in
1945 could not understand Churchill’s electoral defeat, Brezhnev and his advisers
could not fathom how the bugging of a suite in the Watergate Building could
cause the resignation of such a formidable statesman after his landslide reelec-
tion. In their eyes, the only plausible explanation was that the enemies of détente
chose a good pretext to get rid of its chief American architect.∑∞

The blow was all the more painful since just three months earlier, in May,
Brezhnev had lost another détente partner. West German chancellor Willy Brandt
resigned in the wake of a sex scandal and the revelation that one of his closest
aides, Guenther Guillaume, was a gdr spy. gdr leader Erich Honecker and chief
of the East German secret police (the Stasi) Erich Mielke had kept Guillaume in
Brandt’s entourage, despite Soviet disapproval. East German leaders clearly had
their own interests in spying on Brandt and compromising him. They detested
the Soviet–West German back channel and the friendship between Brandt and
Brezhnev that jeopardized the traditional leverage of the gdr on the Kremlin.
Brezhnev was disappointed with his sudden resignation. He was also resentful of
Honecker.∑≤

Among the original architects of détente, only the Soviet leader remained in
power, although his health was rapidly deteriorating. Earlier in his life, Brezhnev
had had two heart attacks. During the 1960s, he was still in good physical shape,
but toward the end of this decade he developed a gradual brain atherosclerosis
that produced periods of asthenia after moments of strain. After the Czechoslo-
vak crisis, Brezhnev had developed the habit of taking one or two pills of an
opiate-based sedative. Sometimes he overdosed and ended up in a comatose
state, followed by a period of general sluggishness.∑≥
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Brezhnev’s foreign partners began to notice irregularities in Brezhnev’s sched-
ule and sudden disappearances. During Kissinger’s trip to Moscow in April 1972,
Brezhnev took the appalled American statesman on a crazy car race to shake o√
his grogginess after a bad overdose.∑∂ During the Yom Kippur War, when Brezh-
nev had to work day and night, his nerves began to give out again. Almost every
afternoon, Sadat called on the Soviet ambassador in Egypt to tell Brezhnev of the
catastrophic situation, demanding immediate assistance. Brezhnev had no time
to rest. Andropov, aware of the leader’s physical problems, demonstrated his
concern in a bizarre way. He portrayed Kissinger and Sadat as acting in cahoots,
trying to ruin Brezhnev’s health by creating ‘‘an excessive strain.’’∑∑ He knew that
Brezhnev was becoming a drug addict and ordered his personal guards and a
nurse to secretly supply him with sedative pills. At first Andropov pretended to
intercede, but in the end he averted his eyes. He might even have begun to help
Brezhnev get the pills.∑∏

The pills, of course, only aggravated the Soviet leader’s progressive malaise.
Brezhnev’s attention span shortened and his grasp of details began to slip. Even
his character changed, and he became more suspicious and peevish and less
open to understanding and compromise. The top Kremlin physician, Evgeny
Chazov, concluded that Brezhnev’s addiction ‘‘contributed to the collapse of the
national leadership.’’ Chernyaev, from his vantage point in the party’s Inter-
national Department, deplored the transformation of ‘‘the great country built
on the foundations of the great revolution’’ into a mediocre state without dy-
namic leadership and inspiring ideology, with a chronic shortage of basic con-
sumer goods.∑π

Meanwhile, the arms race and technological developments on both the Soviet
and American sides continued apace and in various aspects began to get ahead of
the sluggish tempo of the arms control talks. U.S. deployment of multiple indi-
vidual reentry vehicles (mirvs), that is, many independently guided warheads on
a single missile, spawned a quantum leap in strategic nuclear arsenals. The
Americans also developed a high-precision cruise missile. Meanwhile, the Soviet
military-industrial complex was also engaged in a feverish qualitative and quan-
titative race. It produced its own mirvs, the ‘‘Pioneer’’ (ss-20) rockets, and a new
medium-size Tu-22M bomber (called ‘‘Backfire’’ by the Americans). The Soviets
developed new ‘‘Typhoon’’ class nuclear submarines and built a powerful navy.
During the decade after 1972, the Soviets produced 4,125 land-based and sea-
launched icbms, while the United States produced 929. What worried American
strategic planners above all was a huge new icbm that could carry ten warheads
and be fitted into the available silos, thus replacing old, less powerful and reliable
rockets. The Americans called it the ss-18. Its real name, ‘‘Satan,’’ suggested that
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Soviet rocket designers, despite their atheistic upbringing, found inspiration in
infernal imagery. The Soviets began to deploy these missiles in 1975 and stopped
only when their number in silos reached 308.∑∫

Why did the Soviet side build these hellish missiles and in such great num-
bers? According to some authoritative sources, the Kremlin leadership continued
to su√er from the Cuban missile syndrome, that is, the ignominious withdrawal
after the 1962 crisis.∑Ω There were also factors of geography that, in the opinion of
the Soviet general sta√, favored the United States. The Soviet military believed
they confronted not only U.S. forces on nato bases near Soviet borders, but also
the nuclear forces of Great Britain and France. They also had to deploy some mis-
siles and conventional forces against China. Finally, the Soviet military-industrial
elite still felt that their strategic stockpile was inferior to the American one in
qualitative terms. This made them even more determined to make up the dis-
crepancy with numbers. In 1994, Viktor Starodubov, former assistant to Dmitry
Ustinov, explained with disarming logic that the Soviets built so many ‘‘heavy’’
missiles because ‘‘they were one of few things we could build well.’’∏≠ In retro-
spect, the Soviet buildup of the 1970s did not give the Kremlin strategic superi-
ority, as neoconservative analysts warned. The Soviet Union did not have the
capability to launch a surprise disarming strike against the United States; the
Americans remained ahead of the Soviet Union in many ways, although without
the huge advantages that Washington had enjoyed earlier.∏∞

At Politburo meetings, Brezhnev never confronted Ustinov, Grechko, and the
head of the Military-Industrial Commission, Leonid Smirnov, on the issue of the
missile buildup. He was a believer in negotiations from the position of strength
and did not see why the Soviet buildup of the 1970s could be viewed as threat-
ening in Washington and other Western capitals. It is worth repeating that Brezh-
nev wanted to negotiate without blackmail, as Khrushchev had done. He con-
tinued to believe that arms control mechanisms and agreements, including salt,
could become a foundation for lasting cooperation between the Soviet Union and
the United States. His aim was to convene a conference on security and coopera-
tion in Europe by the time of the next Communist Party Congress.∏≤ This would
enable Brezhnev to validate the peace program he had proclaimed at the previous
Party Congress in 1971 and boost his peacemaker image among the party cadres
and the Soviet people.

Brezhnev sought to engage Nixon’s successor, Gerald Ford, in order to work
together to overcome the hurdles on the road to a comprehensive strategic arms
treaty. After elaborate back channel consultations, Ford and Brezhnev agreed to
meet at Vladivostok, the Soviet outpost in the Far East, in late November 1974.
The Soviet guiding principle for the strategic talks was equal levels of security

2 DF ? 1G D C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI 3I = C P C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



soviet overreach, 1973 – 1979244

with nato. This, above all, meant counting the nato ‘‘forward-based’’ nuclear
forces, that is, American missiles, bombers, and submarines based around the
Soviet Union, as well as the nuclear forces of Great Britain and France. These
countries refused to add their systems to the equation, but Kosygin, Podgorny,
several other Politburo hard-liners, and the entire military leadership insisted on
this principle. Though Brezhnev felt exasperated by Western intransigence, he
also believed his colleagues did not fully share his commitment to negotiate.∏≥

In a one-on-one conversation with Brezhnev in October 1974, Kissinger sug-
gested the idea of comprehensive and roughly equal levels for the strategic forces
of both sides. The secretary of state, mindful of the waning support for détente in
his country, asked Brezhnev to keep this idea secret. Otherwise, he warned, Sena-
tor Jackson ‘‘would get tipped o√.’’ The general secretary immediately agreed to
use it as the basis for negotiations with Ford. His only condition was that any
further American amendments would not be ‘‘in the nature of fundamental new
proposals or anything new in principle.’’∏∂

When Brezhnev and Ford met in Vladivostok on November 23 and 24, 1974,
the general secretary was antsy and uncertain. Reenacting his first meeting with
Nixon in Moscow, the Soviet leader invited Ford and Kissinger to his compart-
ment on a special train to build a human relationship. To break the ice, he o√ered
them tea with cognac. Brezhnev recalled the personal agreement he had had with
Nixon ‘‘on one thing—not to interfere in each other’s internal a√airs.’’ When
Ford wondered how they should continue to negotiate, in a smaller or larger
group, the general secretary interjected vividly: ‘‘This depends on the two of us. It
is clear that the world is looking at us, and that the world public opinion is most
interested in how to ensure that there will be no nuclear war.’’ In the next few
minutes, Brezhnev laid out his own view on the nuclear arms race: ‘‘We have not
achieved any real limitation, and in fact we have been spurring the arms race
further and further. This is wrong. Tomorrow science can present us with inven-
tions we cannot even imagine today, and I just don’t know how much farther we
can go in building up so-called security. Who knows, maybe the day after tomor-
row the arms race will reach even outer space. The people don’t know all this,
otherwise they would really have given us hell. We are spending billions on
all these things, billions that would be much better spent for the benefit of
the people.’’∏∑

In 1985 and 1986, similar views in Moscow came to be known as ‘‘new think-
ing.’’ Incidentally, Georgy Kornienko and Sergei Akhromeyev, two members of
the arms control panel of experts that prepared the Soviet negotiating positions
for Vladivostok, later became coauthors of Gorbachev’s first comprehensive pro-
posal on nuclear disarmament. At the moment, however, Ford’s response was
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evasive and formulaic, revealing his lack of vision. He became president with-
out national elections, and his pardon of Nixon made him more enemies than
friends. Besides, Kissinger warned him that the only thing on Brezhnev’s mind
was the idea of joint Soviet-American actions in the event that China behaved
aggressively. Later Kissinger expressed regret that he and Ford ‘‘did not explore’’
Brezhnev’s insight further.∏∏

After the first talk on the train, Brezhnev su√ered a seizure, and, although his
physicians managed to control it, they recommended that he delay the talks. He
refused. The talks were arduous and extremely intense. The American position
hardened because of slipping domestic support for détente and growing skepti-
cism about salt in Congress and also due to the hard-line stand of Secretary of
Defense James Schlesinger and the Joint Chiefs of Sta√. In the end, Kissinger’s
earlier idea remained the last-resort option. If the Soviets agreed to exclude the
nato forward-based systems from the agreement, then the Americans would
agree to waive limitations on the ‘‘Satan’’ missiles and the number of their
warheads. Unfortunately, this was not part of the approved Politburo position.∏π

From Vladivostok, Brezhnev called his Moscow colleagues, who, eight time
zones away, were still in bed. Andropov, Ustinov, and Kosygin took Brezhnev’s
side. But Minister of Defense Grechko, backed by Podgorny, refused to make
concessions. Brezhnev yelled at Grechko, his wartime friend, so loudly that his
assistants could hear it through the o≈ce walls. When no arguments helped, he
suggested that he would break o√ the negotiations and come to Moscow for an
emergency Politburo meeting. The deeply shaken Grechko gave up. The road
to the salt agreement seemed open after two years of deadlock. To return
Brezhnev’s favor, Ford softened the American stance and indicated to European
allies that he would remove last objections to the creation of the Organization of
Security and Cooperation in Europe—a coveted goal of the general secretary.∏∫

Both leaders made hard choices, and it seemed that an a≈nity was about to
blossom. But Ford and Kissinger came home to vocal ideological opposition to
the Vladivostok agreements. Soviet ‘‘heavy’’ missiles allowed critics in the United
States to attack détente by arguing that the Soviet leaders were preparing for
nuclear war, putting themselves in a position ‘‘to strike first if it appears immi-
nent.’’∏Ω The Democratic majority in Congress elected in the wake of Watergate
wanted to assert its supremacy over the White House. Senators and representa-
tives reproached Ford and Kissinger for secret diplomacy and indi√erence to
human rights. Ford’s refusal to invite Solzhenitsyn to the White House caused a
public uproar. In December 1974, the two-year-long debate about the U.S.-Soviet
trade bill ended in victory for Jackson and his supporters. This was a slap in the
face for the Soviets; now Soviet-American trade was subject to worse terms in the
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Trade Act than before it had been passed. The Soviets could no longer get
American credits for building oil and gas pipelines and had to turn to the West-
ern Europeans. Moscow abrogated the trade agreements signed in 1972.π≠ This
humiliating setback ruined the détente expectations among Soviet captains of
industry and economic managers.

After the Vladivostok talks, Brezhnev collapsed in his train compartment. He
recovered after a few weeks but now could read only with di≈culty, and only texts
in an enlarged font typed with a special typewriter. During his trip to Poland at
the very end of the year, he grabbed a baton from the orchestra’s conductor
during the ceremonial farewell and began to wave it to the music of the ‘‘Inter-
national.’’ At the Helsinki summit, Brezhnev was in a semi-coma and barely
managed to a≈x his signature to the Final Act. He did not appear at the Politburo
for weeks, even months.π∞ In October 1975, Chernyaev noted in his diary that
‘‘Brezhnev exhausted himself in the struggle for peace.’’π≤

Brezhnev never again showed such passion and commitment to talks with the
Americans as he did in Vladivostok. However, the fall of détente must not be
related only to his loss of energy and initiative. From 1972 to 1975, the general
secretary’s increasing malaise did not prevent him from being a forceful and
energetic negotiator. Perhaps active statesmanship remained the last thing to
stand between Brezhnev and his addiction. In the close circle of his advisers
and speechwriters in December 1975, preparing for the next Party Congress,
Brezhnev complained: ‘‘Even after Helsinki, Ford and Kissinger and all kinds of
senators demand to arm America even more. They want to make it the strongest
power. I am against an arms race, but when the Americans declare they would
build up, then the Ministry of Defense reports to me that in this case they cannot
guarantee security. And what should I, as chairman of the Defense Council, do?
Should I give them 140 billions or 156 billions? And I do give them money, again
and again—money that disappears into the funnel.’’π≥

Brezhnev had not wanted to meet Ford without a guarantee that they would
sign the salt Treaty. Alexandrov-Agentov recalled that Brezhnev’s guiding prin-
ciple was to invest his political capital only when he saw ‘‘a promise of success.’’
And Ambassador Dobrynin and kgb analysts wrote from Washington that the
Kremlin should wait until the next presidential election to continue negotia-
tions.π∂ Not only Brezhnev, but Andropov, Gromyko, and all other advisers, failed
to recognize that American politics entered a new phase after Watergate. The
Kremlin leaders perceived Nixon ‘‘as some kind of American General Secretary.’’
They could not understand why Ford could not reassert his power over Congress
and why he kowtowed to various lobbies and public groups. Moreover, the Soviet
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leadership did not see that the unique combination of political and personal
factors that had led to détente up to 1974 was gone.

The success of détente from 1969 to 1973 reflected long-term trends in West-
ern politics during the 1960s, including great social and cultural turmoil and the
growth of American isolationism and European antimilitarism. Fragmentation of
the home front and the domestic impact of the Berlin Wall and the Vietnam War
made a new generation of statesmen in West Germany and the United States will-
ing to negotiate with the Soviets from the position of equality. In contrast, the
leaders in the Kremlin imagined détente in a completely di√erent way. They be-
lieved that it was the reward for years of the costly military-strategic buildup that
had changed the global correlation of forces in favor of the Soviets. This under-
standable misperception was a fatal flaw. Soon it became amply demonstrated
once again on the fields of proxy battles between the superpowers in Africa.

scramble for africa

For all its fateful consequences, the escalation of Soviet intervention in Africa
was a bizarre sideshow to the Kremlin’s international agenda. Africa remained
mainly on the periphery of Soviet foreign policy. Soviet experts later claimed that
Soviet leaders had no specific doctrine or long-term plans for Africa.π∑ Yuri
Andropov once confided that the Soviets ‘‘were dragged into Africa’’ against their
best interests.π∏ How did it happen?

The Politburo ‘‘discovered’’ Africa at the same time it began its support for the
radical Arab nationalists. From the beginning, the Soviets acted on the ideologi-
cal premise that decolonization of the continent would be a major blow to world
capitalism and a great victory for Communism. Ivan Maisky wrote to Khrushchev
and Bulganin in December 1955 that ‘‘the next act of the struggle for global
domination of socialism will unfold through the liberation of colonial and semi-
colonial people from imperialist exploitation.’’ He added: ‘‘At the same time, the
loss of colonies and semi-colonies by the imperialist powers must accelerate the
victory of socialism in Europe, and eventually in the USA.’’ππ

Khrushchev himself dreamed of transforming selected African countries into
‘‘windows of socialism’’ and bulwarks of the expanding socialist camp. Crucial
for him and other true believers in the party was that many in Africa looked
with hope and even enthusiasm at the Soviet model of industrialization and so-
cial modernization. African anticolonial leaders of the late 1950s saw the Soviet
Union not as a totalitarian state but as a beacon of progress, an alternative to the
much-hated former colonial powers and their capitalist ways.π∫
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This ideological impulse was reinforced by Moscow’s resentment at the West-
ern penchant for considering Africa as its exclusive sphere of influence. Stalin’s
failure to obtain naval bases in Libya was not forgotten. A veteran Soviet diplomat
had the feeling that the United States behaved ‘‘as if there was an extension of the
Monroe Doctrine from America to Africa.’’πΩ The extreme political volatility in
postcolonial Africa after decolonization created a permanent possibility for the
carving and recarving of spheres of influence between the two hostile Cold War
blocs. Generally speaking, it was a recycling of the same sort of situation that had
propelled European powers into carving up all of Africa in the second half of the
nineteenth century. Karen Brutents, the expert on Africa in the Central Commit-
tee International Department, and Leonid Shebarshin, a top intelligence o≈cer,
compared the Soviet Union and the United States to boxers for whom the ex-
change of blows became the main motive and goal. The Congo crisis, involving
Eisenhower and Khrushchev, as well as the un secretary general, Dag Ham-
marskjold, and the Congolese leader, Patrice Lumumba, was at the center of
Soviet domestic and world news for months.∫≠

The results of this first Soviet o√ensive in Africa were sobering. After making
considerable investments, the Soviets lost the battle over the Congo and were
kicked out of Ghana and Guinea. The end of the experiment to turn Guinea into
‘‘a window of socialism’’ was especially painful and cooled Soviet faith in the
possibility of Africa’s transformation for a decade.∫∞ The Polyansky report of 1964
criticized Khrushchev’s course of supporting African ‘‘progressive regimes.’’ It
concluded: ‘‘We often lack any practical knowledge of those countries, yet pro-
vide them across-the-board financial, technical-economic, military and other
assistance.’’ Soviet generosity in Africa in many cases ‘‘led to deplorable results:
the leaders of those countries ate what we gave them, and then turned away from
us. Capitalists laugh at us and they have reason to do so.’’ At the same time, the
Kremlin leaders never disavowed the ideological justification for Soviet involve-
ment in Africa. They just believed that Khrushchev had been carried away and
forgot to be selective ‘‘from the point of view of class criteria.’’∫≤

Lessons were again forgotten during the 1970s. One may suspect that the
rivalry between Moscow and Beijing for hegemony over ‘‘progressive forces’’ and
national liberation movements around the world facilitated the Soviet return to
Africanism. But by 1970, the kgb and the Central Committee International De-
partment reported with confidence to the Politburo that the Chinese ‘‘o√ensive’’
in Africa was defeated. Brezhnev told Kissinger in April 1972 that a Soviet diplo-
mat in Algeria once found a Chinese restaurant in the middle of the desert.
‘‘Anyone who came into the restaurant for a meal left with a bundle of free
Chinese propaganda. This was the period when they tried to split the world
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Communist movement. Well, when they lost in their attempt at hegemony over
the movement and lost their foothold, they closed up this restaurant in Al-
geria.’’∫≥ Yet it was in the fall of 1970, after Moscow’s struggle against China’s
‘‘dumplings diplomacy’’ had ended, that Andropov’s kgb proposed and ob-
tained Politburo support for a more active African policy.∫∂

The factors that brought the Soviets back to Africa were the revolutionary-
imperial paradigm that still dominated Kremlin thinking, the political and ideo-
logical vacuum on the continent, and the active solicitation of Soviet involvement
by African leaders themselves. As the kgb reported, after years of trying to secure
aid from the United States and Western European powers, African nationalists
concluded that ‘‘the Soviet Union was the only major power which could assist
them in reaching their political and social goals.’’∫∑ Kremlin leaders could not
miss another ‘‘historic opportunity’’ to influence the processes of decolonization
and modernization on the African continent.

This time, however, Soviet intervention in Africa was not simply an ideology-
driven crusade. Sub-Saharan Africa and the Horn of Africa became the site for the
Soviet military to demonstrate their new power-projection abilities. The scramble
for Africa between the Soviets and the United States, as it turned out, was a
manifestation of a major reason for Soviet behavior in the 1970s: to act as a global
power equal to others.∫∏ Since 1964, the Soviet Union had begun building a
strategic navy and a sizable fleet of transport aircraft. During the Yom Kippur War
these capacities came to the world’s attention. The Soviet naval command, espe-
cially Admiral Sergei Gorshkov, itched to compete with the U.S. Navy and de-
manded bases in Africa. In 1974, they obtained one in Somalia.∫π As the future
would soon reveal, this acquisition was not worth the trouble.

The picture of Soviet expansion in Africa would be incomplete without new
socioeconomic factors. After the four-fold rise of oil prices after the Yom Kippur
War, the Soviet Union became the main beneficiary of windfall profits that re-
sulted from that development. Soviet production of crude oil had grown from 8
million barrels per day in 1973 to 11 million barrels per day by 1980, making the
Soviet Union the leader on the world oil market. During the 1970s, Soviet annual
hard currency revenues from selling oil and natural gas increased by 2250 percent
and reached $20 billion. The rapid growth of this financial surplus enabled the
Kremlin to pay the price for imperial expansion in Africa.∫∫

The same years marked the emergence of Brezhnev’s ‘‘little deal,’’ an unwritten
social compact between the regime, the Soviet elites, and the people. This was an
elaborate system of perks, privileges, a ‘‘shadow economy,’’ and various special
ways of earning enough for a comfortable, even well-to-do existence. Numerous
signs of a√luence appeared in Soviet society. Soviet expansion in Africa opened
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little-advertised but plentiful new possibilities for the ‘‘little deal.’’ It created tens
of thousands of highly paid positions for the Soviet military and many members of
the Soviet nomenklatura. Embassies in African countries became favorite places
of semi-exile for the members of the high party elite who had lost Brezhnev’s
favor. Sociologist Georgy Derluguian, who served as an interpreter for the Soviet
embassy in Moputu, Mozambique, in the early 1980s, received a salary in special
‘‘foreign currency checks’’; purchasing value of this salary was fifteen to twenty
times higher than an average Soviet salary at the time. After a few years of ‘‘doing
internationalist duty’’ in Africa, Soviet citizens could buy apartments in Moscow,
cars, country houses (dachas), and Western-made consumer goods through the
special chain of state stores, the Beryozka, where only foreign currencies, not
rubles, were accepted. As a result, concludes Derluguian, these motives made
Soviet ministries and agencies lobby for ‘‘international assistance’’ to various
African regimes with an allegedly ‘‘socialist orientation.’’ ‘‘As in many empires,
elemental bureaucratic intrigues and the desire to create new lucrative positions
stood behind the expansion of spheres of influence.’’∫Ω

The sparring between the superpowers in Africa helped to camouflage this
profit seeking. The U.S.-Soviet scramble for Africa began to intensify at the same
time as détente reached its peak. Intelligence services eyed each other in the
remotest corners of the African continent. A senior American diplomat traveled
on an inspection mission around Africa in 1974 and found that ‘‘the United States
wanted to have a full presence everywhere, as befitting the leader of the Western
world, and also in particular to keep an eye on Soviet representatives. The Soviet
Union, for prestige and penetration, also then had resident embassies almost
everywhere in Africa.’’Ω≠ Pride and the logic of bilateral rivalry, not strategic or
economic interests, put the two sides on a collision course.

Two events accelerated this course: the ‘‘carnation revolution’’ in Portugal in
April 1974 and the fall of South Vietnam in April 1975. Chernyaev, in the Interna-
tional Department, enthusiastically compared the coup in Portugal to the end of
the Romanov dynasty in Russia. ‘‘A huge event,’’ he wrote in his journal. Another
o≈cial in the same department suggested that Soviet involvement in Angola and
the Horn of Africa and later the invasion of Afghanistan were the result of ‘‘a
wrong conclusion from the American defeat in Vietnam.’’Ω∞ Ford and Kissinger,
under fire from domestic critics of détente, also became convinced that after the
Vietnam fiasco some dominoes might start to fall. Kissinger, in particular, was
concerned by the role of the Communists in Portugal and believed that the United
States had to prevent the Soviets from filling the vacuum in Angola, Portugal’s
former colony. On the eve of the Helsinki Conference, Ford signed a secret order
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to begin cia covert operations in Angola, ‘‘to restore the balance’’ in this country
in favor of the Americans.Ω≤

Soviet involvement in Angola in 1975, like the previous large-scale Soviet
o√ensive in Africa, lacked any clear strategic plan or goal. This time, however, it
also su√ered from a dangerous drift in the decision-making process. Brezhnev
had very little interest in African events and delegated daily a√airs there to the
apparatus in general and nobody in particular. In the absence of a dynamic leader,
foreign and security policy was in the hands of the troika of Foreign Minister
Gromyko, the kgb’s Andropov, and Minister of Defense Grechko (after his death
in April 1976 this post went to Ustinov). Yet the troika did not act as a cohesive
team but rather as an uneasy alliance of aging functionaries, involved in mutual
logrolling and back scratching. They all owed their positions to Brezhnev; at the
same time (as Khrushchev’s fall demonstrated), together they represented a
political threat to the general secretary. Even the hint of a partnership among
them beyond the o≈cial boundaries could make them suspect in the eyes of
Brezhnev and mean the end to their careers. For that reason, the troika took great
care to see each other only in formal settings, at Politburo meetings. They were
also extremely reluctant to challenge each other’s bureaucratic territory. As a
result, Gromyko had the first say in diplomatic a√airs. Grechko and Ustinov had
a virtual monopoly in military matters. Andropov was knowledgeable in both
fields, due to his intelligence information. However, he felt extremely insecure
and preferred to go along with the other two in the areas of their interests.Ω≥ All
members of the troika had an interest in perpetuating the status quo, which was
the increasingly fictitious leadership of Leonid Brezhnev. The general secretary,
even in his weakened condition, remained the only authority that validated the
troika’s domination over other Politburo members, who could at any moment
attempt to take over the policy-making process.

For these functional and personal reasons, the Soviet leadership was incapa-
ble of bold schemes and initiatives. It took other dynamic and ideologically
motivated players to drag the Soviet leaders into the African gambit, including
Angola’s Agostino Neto and Ethiopia’s Mengistu Haile Mariam, but especially
Fidel Castro and his revolutionary colleagues in Cuba.Ω∂ Contrary to U.S. belief,
the Cuban leaders were not mere puppets or surrogates of Moscow. Since the
1960s, Fidel and Raul Castro, Che Guevara (until his death in 1967), and other
Cuban revolutionaries had supported revolutionary guerrilla operations in Al-
geria, Zaire, Congo (Brazzaville), and Guinea-Bissau. The flight of the United
States from Vietnam in 1975 was, Cubans believed, a chance for another round of
anti-imperialist struggles in sub-Saharan Africa.Ω∑
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Until the early 1970s, Cuban-Soviet relations remained very strained, as the
shadow of Soviet ‘‘betrayal’’ in 1962 hung over Havana.Ω∏ The kgb and the Central
Committee International Department tried to restore close ties to the Cubans—
Andropov and Boris Ponomarev, who headed these organizations, were the heirs
of the Comintern internationalist revolutionary traditions. In 1965, Andropov
told one of his advisers that the future competition with the United States would
take place not in Europe but in Africa and in Latin America. After the Soviet
Union gained bases there, it would be able to enjoy an equal status with the
Americans.Ωπ Grechko and the military strongly supported this logic. Angola was
an attractive target. Since 1970, the kgb had advocated assistance and training
for the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola (mpla), whose leader,
Agostino Neto, was an old friend of the Castro brothers. From late 1974 on,
Angola became the site of rapidly expanding Soviet-Cuban cooperation.Ω∫

The full story of the escalation of the Soviet presence in Angola is still buried
in the archives. According to one version, Gromyko, Grechko, and Andropov rec-
ommended that the Politburo send modest nonmilitary assistance to the mpla
but cautioned against direct involvement in the Angolan civil war. A few days
later, however, the International Department transmitted the Angolan request for
arms to the Politburo. After briefly hesitating, the same troika reversed its posi-
tion and supported the request. In early December 1974, immediately after the
Vladivostok summit, the pipeline for military assistance was opened.ΩΩ This re-
versal may have been the result of lobbying by Soviet and Cuban friends of Neto,
as well as bureaucratic logrolling in the absence of Brezhnev’s direct involve-
ment. The same pattern of reversed decisions repeated itself on a bigger scale in
1979 with regard to Afghanistan.

The American decision to support the enemies of the mpla narrowed the
Kremlin’s choices. Gromyko’s first deputy, Georgy Kornienko, believed that the
escalation of Soviet involvement in Angola was due only to American subversive
policies. In the fall of 1975, the troika, supported by Suslov, argued that it was
their ‘‘moral internationalist duty’’ to assist Angola. At one moment, as Brezhnev
worked with his speechwriters at his dacha, Georgy Arbatov, one of the ‘‘enlight-
ened’’ advisers, warned him that intervention in Angola would seriously a√ect
détente. Alexandrov-Agentov angrily objected. He recalled the Soviet aid to the
Republicans during the Spanish civil war in 1935. He also reminded Brezhnev
how belligerently the United States had behaved when its client Pakistan was
threatened in 1971. The general secretary, whose energy for and interest in dé-
tente was ebbing by that time, avoided taking sides in the debate. Later, however,
he went along with the prevailing interventionist mood. In October 1975, Dobry-
nin informed Brezhnev about the growing negative fallout from the Angolan

2 DF ? 1G D C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI 3I = C P C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



soviet overreach, 1973 – 1979 253

events in the United States, but this only irritated the general secretary. He was
convinced that the Americans failed to recognize Soviet ‘‘honest intentions.’’ The
Soviet Union, he said, did not seek any military bases in Angola but merely
wanted to assist local internationalists.∞≠≠

This situation provided more leverage to the Cubans. Two weeks after the
signing of the Final Act in Helsinki, Castro sent Brezhnev a plan for transporting
Cuban regular military units to Angola. At that time, Brezhnev flatly refused
to expand Soviet military assistance in Angola or to transport Cubans there.
Yet, by November, puzzlingly, the first Cuban combat troops were fighting on
the side of mpla. Kornienko later asserted that the Cubans outfoxed the Soviet
military representatives in Cuba, making them believe that they had authoriza-
tion from the Kremlin to fly them across the ocean. Gromyko, Grechko, and
Andropov were surprised; they agreed that Cuban involvement could lead to a
sharp American reaction, complications for détente, and even tension around
Cuba itself. Meanwhile, the Cubans had already begun ‘‘Operation Carlota’’ to
save the mpla. What makes this story even more puzzling is the total absence of
evidence coming from the Cuban archives in Havana.∞≠∞

Two years earlier, Brezhnev had done nothing to assist the collapsing socialist
government of Salvador Allende in Chile and rejected his plea for loans. In the
same year, the Soviets began to lose their influence in Egypt. In August 1975, the
great expectations for Communist victory in Portugal were dashed.∞≠≤ In prepara-
tions for his report to the Party Congress, Brezhnev faced three visible inter-
national setbacks. Putting Angola on this list would be one too many. The Krem-
lin masters felt obliged ‘‘to save Angola’’ and support the Cubans, as Soviet
prestige was now at stake. Kornienko recalls that ‘‘the reflex of internationalist
duty was at work, especially since this episode occurred after the armed interven-
tion into Angola on the part of the South-African Republic had taken place. This
intervention was de facto supported by the United States, if not organized by
them.’’ Besides, abandoning Cuban troops fighting in Angola against enemy
troops funded by American money and manned in part by foreign mercenaries
would have meant sacrificing a small Caribbean ally for the second time—the
first being the Soviet retreat during the Cuban missile crisis.∞≠≥

In early 1976, Gerald Ford dropped the word ‘‘détente’’ from his lexicon.
Kissinger, deeply concerned about the proxy use of Cuban troops by the Soviets,
declared that the U.S.-Soviet partnership could not ‘‘survive any more Angolas.’’
Meanwhile, with Soviet massive military assistance, Cuban troops cleared most
of Angola of South African mercenaries and the cia-backed National Front for
the Liberation of Angola. African states began to recognize the mpla-led An-
golan regime. Nothing succeeds like success. Soviet and Cuban advisers began to
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train South African blacks, the militants of the African National Congress. Soviet
influence grew in Zimbabwe and Mozambique. The Cuban victory allowed the
Soviets to overcome the strain in Soviet-Cuban relations.∞≠∂ And this victory was a
wonderful gift for Brezhnev and the Party Congress. It helped the Soviet leader-
ship to win support in the nonaligned movement and from those groups in the
world that supported the anticolonial and antiapartheid movements.∞≠∑

woes with carter

Despite the fracas over Angola, Brezhnev and others in the Politburo expected
Ford to win the election and resume the détente partnership. Once again, the
volatility of American politics dashed Kremlin expectations. In November 1976,
the former governor of Georgia, Jimmy Carter, a little-known peanut farmer,
defeated Ford. Carter had a curious combination of good intentions, strong
ideas, vagueness in priorities, and micromanaging style. He had an urge to go
beyond the ‘‘old agenda’’ of the Cold War and was committed to the idea of
nuclear disarmament. The new president promised a ‘‘new foreign policy’’ that
would be less secretive and opaque and more aware of human rights.

Publicly, Carter declared that it was time to overcome ‘‘the inordinate fear
of communism.’’ Privately, however, a major concern in the White House was
whether the Soviet Union would test Carter in the manner Khrushchev had tested
Kennedy in 1961. Brezhnev quickly assured Carter that there would be no testing
this time.∞≠∏ The Kremlin had its own fears about Carter. Some Soviet experts
believed that the new and inexperienced president could become a prisoner of
anti-détente forces. Carter’s secretary of state, Cyrus Vance, was known as a mea-
sured pro-détente figure. By contrast, the new national security adviser, Zbigniew
Brzezinski, raised immediate concerns. Son of a Polish diplomat and a leading
scholar of Soviet totalitarianism, he had gained notoriety in Moscow as an archi-
tect of strategies to weaken Soviet influence in Central Europe and as a master-
mind behind the Trilateral Commission that sought harmony among the three
centers of capitalism, the United States, Western Europe, and Japan.∞≠π

Carter’s campaign for human rights immediately marred his relations with
the Kremlin. Helsinki Watch groups, formed by activists of the democratic and
nationalist movements after August 1975, were active in Moscow, but also in the
Ukraine, Lithuania, Georgia, and Armenia; they monitored Soviet violations of
the Final Act and reported it to the foreign media. A veteran of the Moscow group
recalls that ‘‘our most optimistic predictions now seemed within reach: it ap-
peared likely that the new U.S. foreign policy would include insistence that the
Soviets live up to the promises made in Helsinki. The alliance of Western politi-

2 DF ? 1G D C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI 3I = C P C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



soviet overreach, 1973 – 1979 255

cians and Soviet dissidents was starting to emerge.’’ In retaliation, in January and
February 1977, the kgb cracked down on the Helsinki Watch groups and ar-
rested their activists, including Yuri Orlov, Alexander Ginzburg, and Anatoly
Scharansky. On February 18, Dobrynin was instructed to convey to Vance that the
new American policy fundamentally violated the Basic Principles that Brezhnev
and Nixon had agreed to in 1972. Ten days later, Carter invited dissident Vladimir
Bukovsky to the White House.∞≠∫

For Brezhnev, the continuation of partnership and progress in arms control
was more important than squabbles on human rights. On the eve of Carter’s
inauguration, the Soviet leader sought to send him a positive signal. Speaking in
Tula, on January 18, 1977, Brezhnev, for the first time, presented the Soviet
security doctrine in clear defensive terms. The Soviet Union, he said, does not
seek superiority for delivering a first strike, and the goal of Soviet military policy
was to build a defensive potential su≈cient for deterring any potential aggressor.
Brezhnev expected that his speech would neutralize a ‘‘Soviet military threat’’
campaign in the American media and help Carter. One of his speechwriters,
however, realized that this gesture was not enough. ‘‘The noise about the Soviet
threat is based on facts,’’ wrote Chernyaev in his diary. ‘‘Periodic statements that
we threaten nobody will not do the job. If we do not undertake a real change in our
military policy, the arms race aimed at our economic exhaustion will continue.’’∞≠Ω

The Soviets longed for policy continuity and confidential relations with the
White House, something they had grown accustomed to in the era of Nixon and
Kissinger. Carter, however, showed the Soviets that the terms of partnership had
to be changed. In vain, Dobrynin sought to reactivate the back channel to Carter
via Brzezinski. The new president was determined to deal with the Soviets with-
out secret diplomacy. He wanted to conduct foreign policy through Vance and the
State Department. Also, he adopted the arms control proposal developed by
Senator Jackson’s neoconservative analysts, among them Richard Perle and Paul
Nitze. This proposal envisaged ‘‘deep cuts’’ in some strategic systems, above all,
the elimination of half of the Satan rockets.∞∞≠ This, of course, meant that the
much-criticized Vladivostok framework for salt would be discarded. It also
meant that the Soviet side would lose half of its best and biggest missiles in silos,
while the Americans would only make a pledge not to deploy future comparable
systems. It also deferred the issue of limitations on American cruise missiles and
Soviet Backfires, something that the Soviets believed was close to settlement.∞∞∞

Brezhnev was enraged. He felt that he had paid with his own health for the
Vladivostok agreement. A new proposal would have meant another round of
domestic and international bargaining, something that the ailing general secre-
tary could not a√ord to do. He instructed Gromyko, Ustinov, and Andropov to
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draft a ‘‘tough letter’’ to Carter urging him to reach a fast agreement on the basis
of his agreements with Ford at Vladivostok. In the letter, Brezhnev emphasized
that this would open the road for their personal meeting, a matter of great
importance for the Soviet leader. Carter, surprised by the stern tone of Brezhnev’s
message, nevertheless stuck to his guns. He announced that Vance would go to
the Soviet Union with a big delegation and new proposals, one with ‘‘deep cuts’’
and another based on the Vladivostok framework, but without limits on cruise
missiles and Soviet Backfire bombers. Both proposals were unacceptable to the
Soviet military. Before Vance arrived in Moscow, the general secretary met with
the troika at his dacha; in all probability all present decided it was time ‘‘to teach
the Americans a lesson.’’∞∞≤

Soviet rejection of the American proposals was inevitable, but its harshness
came as a nasty surprise. At the first meeting on March 28, 1977, Brezhnev was
peevish and irritated. He and Gromyko did not disguise their contempt for
Carter’s policies and some of their remarks were o√ensive to Carter personally.
They interrupted Vance and did not even allow him to read the fallback propo-
sal, which could have opened the road to a compromise. The U.S. delegation
returned home empty-handed. Rubbing salt into their wounds, Gromyko de-
nounced the American proposals at a specially convened press conference. As
Vance later put it, ‘‘We got a wet rug in the face, and were told to go home.’’∞∞≥

Brezhnev’s health was definitely a factor in the Moscow fiasco, but the new
gap between political priorities of the two sides was much more important.
Particularly crucial was the fact that the Soviets wanted to achieve a numerical
parity, and this was intolerable to the American side, which previously had had a
clear superiority. Even ten years later, when Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gor-
bachev signed a treaty eliminating intermediate range missiles, they failed to
agree on a comprehensive framework for the remaining strategic armaments.∞∞∂

The clash on human rights also was another symptom of the widening gap
between the Kremlin and the White House. After the years of dealing with the
pragmatic Kissinger, the Soviet leaders were convinced that Carter just wanted to
take cheap propaganda shots at their expense. The Soviet leaders, products of
Stalinist political culture, simply could not conceive why the president paid so
much attention to the fate of individual dissidents. Gromyko even forbade his
aides from putting information on this matter on his desk. In a conversation with
Vance, he wondered: How can the explosion of propaganda hostile to the ussr
be explained? Why would the White House not stress the constructive aspects of
Soviet foreign policy the way Moscow was doing?∞∞∑ Andropov had long insisted
that the human rights campaigns were nothing but ‘‘attempts of the adversary to
activate the hostile elements in the ussr by means of providing them financial

2 DF ? 1G D C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI 3I = C P C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



soviet overreach, 1973 – 1979 257

and other material assistance.’’∞∞∏ Nobody realized at the time that the failure of
the Moscow talks meant the end of the top-level Soviet-American partnership, a
major engine of détente. In February 1977, Brezhnev, on Gromyko’s advice, wrote
to Carter that he would meet him only when the salt agreement was ready for
signing. As a result, the next Soviet-American summit did not take place until
June 1979, in Vienna, when Brezhnev was already on the verge of physical and
mental disintegration.∞∞π

It is easy now to look at the years after 1977 as the period of the inexorable
worsening of Soviet-American relations. Scholars have analyzed major areas and
developments that, in their various opinions, contributed to this outcome: con-
tinuing Soviet interventionism in Africa; a slow and ultimately fruitless arms
control process; and a growing anti-Soviet mood in American domestic politics.
Yet all those problems and di≈culties had existed before, and still détente had
blossomed. And even greater obstacles would not prevent Reagan and Gorbachev
from becoming negotiating partners later in the 1980s. One comes to the conclu-
sion that détente would have continued, despite all these problems, had Brezhnev
still been willing to make a determined e√ort to maintain a political partnership
with the American leadership. This conclusion does not mean to diminish the
complexity of international relations and the decision-making processes in the
Soviet regime and the American democracy. It highlights, however, the crucial
role of top personalities and their political will at a critical juncture of inter-
national history when new opportunities and dangers were arising.

Jimmy Carter’s lack of clear assumptions about the Soviet Union played as
much a part in the undoing of détente as Brezhnev’s beliefs had in conceiving it.
Under the influence of Brzezinski and neoconservative critics, the U.S. president
began to suspect that the Soviet Union was a reckless, unpredictable power,
confusing the aging and reactive Kremlin leadership with the activist rambunc-
tious leadership of Nikita Khrushchev. In May 1978, Carter wrote to Brzezinski
that ‘‘the combination of increasing Soviet military power and political short-
sightedness fed by big power ambitions might tempt the Soviet Union both to
exploit local turbulence, especially in the Third World, and to intimidate our
friends, in order to seek political advantage, and eventually even political prepon-
derance. This is why I do take seriously Soviet action in Africa, and this is why I
am concerned about the Soviet military buildup in Europe. I also see some Soviet
designs pointed toward the Indian Ocean through South Asia, and perhaps to-
ward the encirclement of China.’’ In order to contain the Soviets in Africa, Brze-
zinski and Secretary of Defense Harold Brown came up with a Realpolitik move, a
rapprochement with Beijing in order to use ‘‘the China card’’ against the Soviets.
Vance opposed such a policy as dangerous for Soviet-American relations, but
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Carter sided with Brzezinski and Brown. He sent Brzezinski to Beijing with broad
authority to normalize relations with the Chinese Communists. This, Raymond
Gartho√ observed, set in motion developments that had much broader and
deeper consequences than Soviet behavior warranted at the time. About the same
time, Dobrynin told Averell Harriman, who attempted to defend the policies of
the administration, that nothing would help any longer ‘‘to change the emotional
atmosphere that existed in Moscow today.’’∞∞∫ The action-reaction cycle, so pro-
nounced in Soviet-American relations before Nixon’s trip to Moscow in May
1972, was back in force.

The Politburo, for its part, completely failed to understand the depth of Car-
ter’s motivation to develop arms control and reduce tensions. Instead, Brezhnev
and his associates thought that the president was a pawn in the hands of his
advisers. Gromyko remarked privately to Vance that ‘‘Brzezinski has already
surpassed himself ’’ in making statements that ‘‘are aimed at nearly bringing us
back to the period of the Cold War.’’ In June 1978, Brezhnev complained at the
Politburo that Carter ‘‘is not simply falling under the usual influence of the most
shameless anti-Soviet types and leaders of the military-industrial complex of the
USA. He intends to struggle for reelection for the new term as president under
the banner of anti-Soviet policy and return to the Cold War.’’ Two months later
another harsh assessment came to Moscow in the form of a quarterly ‘‘political
letter’’ from the Soviet embassy in Washington. It concluded that Carter was
reevaluating Soviet-American relations. ‘‘The initiative for this a√air came from
Brzezinski and several presidential advisers on domestic a√airs; they convinced
Carter that he would succeed in stopping the process of worsening his position
in the country if he would openly initiate a harsher course vis-à-vis the Soviet
Union.’’ The report quoted the leader of the U.S. Communist Party, Gus Hall,
who referred to Brzezinski as the ‘‘Rasputin of the Carter regime.’’∞∞Ω

The Vienna summit in June 1979 demonstrated that under di√erent circum-
stances Brezhnev and Carter might have become good partners. The president
was considerate and patient—he visibly tried to find some kind of emotional
bond with the Soviet leader. After signing the salt agreements, the president
suddenly reached out to Brezhnev and embraced him. He passed discreetly to
Brezhnev the draft of proposals for the next round of arms control talks that
proposed reductions of strategic systems. He even refrained from the customary
reference to human rights. Brezhnev, despite his asthenia, was moved and later
remarked to his associates that Carter was ‘‘quite a nice guy, after all.’’ During the
farewell, Carter turned to Soviet interpreter Viktor Sukhodrev and said with his
famous smile: ‘‘Come back to the United States and bring your President with
you.’’∞≤≠ Six months later, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan.

2 DF ? 1G D C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI 3I = C P C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



soviet overreach, 1973 – 1979 259

welcome to afghanistan!

Politburo members, particularly the troika of Gromyko, Andropov, and Ustinov,
continued to misunderstand détente as primarily and even exclusively the result
of a ‘‘new correlation of forces’’ and Soviet military strength. For a while, these
misperceptions did not look fateful. But Afghanistan changed everything. The
military coup in distant Kabul in April 1978 brought sectarian leftists to power.
They immediately proclaimed the ‘‘April revolution’’ and appealed to the Soviet
Union for assistance. The Soviets had nothing to do with this development and
were poorly prepared to deal with it. According to the most recent evidence, even
the kgb learned about the leftist coup ex post facto. As Raymond Gartho√
observed, Richard Nixon and his regional ally, the Shah of Iran, may have thrown
the first pebble that led to the avalanche of events in Afghanistan. In 1976 and
1977, the Shah persuaded President Mohammed Daoud of Afghanistan to move
away from his alignment with the Soviet Union and crack down on Afghan
leftists.∞≤∞ Ironically, the Shah’s regime collapsed soon after the situation in
Afghanistan began to unravel. The regional balance was destroyed, with disas-
trous consequences for many years ahead.

From the Kremlin’s viewpoint, the proximity of Afghanistan to Soviet borders
and Central Asia made ‘‘revolution’’ there di√erent from otherwise similar cases
in Africa. The growing instability on the southern frontiers only increased a
temptation to turn Afghanistan into a stable satellite firmly under Soviet tutelage.
The shadowy Cold War mentality prevailed in the kgb. As a former senior kgb
o≈cer recalls, he viewed Afghanistan as a Soviet sphere of interest and believed
that the Soviet Union ‘‘had to do whatever possible to prevent the Americans and
the cia from installing an anti-Soviet regime there.’’ After the 1978 coup, Soviet-
Afghan contacts quickly mushroomed via the channels of the Defense Ministry,
the kgb, the Foreign Ministry, and a host of other agencies and ministries dealing
with, among others, economy, trade, construction, and education. Party delega-
tions and many advisers from Moscow and the Central Asian Soviet republics
flocked to Kabul. No doubt the same motives, as during the scramble for Africa,
were driving the Soviet political leadership and bureaucracies. Incidentally, the
Soviet representatives and advisers in Afghanistan enjoyed the same high salaries
in foreign currency as their colleagues had in Angola, Ethiopia, Mozambique,
South Yemen, and other countries of the third world, where they performed
‘‘internationalist duty’’ to ‘‘assist the regimes with socialist orientation.’’∞≤≤

Very quickly, the Soviet advisers and visitors fell into the trap of fractious revo-
lutionary politics. The leaders of the Khalq faction, Prime Minister Nur Moham-
mad Taraki and his entrepreneurial deputy, Hafizullah Amin, began to purge the
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rival Parcham group. The Afghan leaders believed in revolutionary terror and
drew inspiration from the Stalinist purges. In September 1978, Boris Ponomarev,
of the International Committee, undertook a secret mission to Afghanistan, to
warn Taraki that the Soviet Union would turn away from him if he continued to
destroy his fellow revolutionaries. These warnings, as well as Soviet appeals for
unity, fell on deaf ears. The Afghani revolutionaries correctly believed that the
Soviet Union simply could not a√ord to let them down. Shortly before Ponoma-
rev’s mission, the head of the kgb’s intelligence directorate, Vladimir Kryuchkov,
visited Kabul and signed an agreement on sharing intelligence and cooperation.
The main purpose of the agreement was ‘‘to fight the growing cia presence in
Kabul and throughout Afghanistan.’’∞≤≥ On December 5, 1978, Brezhnev and
Taraki met in Moscow and signed the Treaty of Friendship, Good Neighborli-
ness, and Cooperation. Taraki returned to Kabul convinced that Brezhnev per-
sonally supported him. Indeed, Brezhnev liked the deceptively debonair leader of
Afghanistan.∞≤∂

In March 1979, a cruel wake-up call reached Moscow. The city and area of
Herat had rebelled against the Khalq regime, and an insurgent mob had brutally
killed Kabul’s o≈cials, Soviet advisers, and their families. Taraki and Amin made
desperate calls to Moscow pleading for Soviet military intervention ‘‘to save the
revolution.’’ It was the first strong sign that another force, militant Afghan
nationalism and Islamic fundamentalism, had come on the scene. The Politburo,
once again, was caught by surprise and was not adequately equipped to analyze
this new development. The Kremlin discussions reveal with startling clarity the
perils of the fictitious Brezhnev leadership in a crisis situation. At the start of the
discussion, the foreign policy troika advocated Soviet military intervention to
save the Kabul regime. They agreed that ‘‘losing Afghanistan’’ as part of the
Soviet sphere of influence would be unacceptable, geopolitically and ideologi-
cally. Brezhnev was absent, resting at his dacha. The interventionist tide gained
momentum fast.∞≤∑

The next day, everything changed: all support for intervention literally evapo-
rated overnight. Ustinov was the first to spell out the truth: the Kabul leadership
wanted Soviet troops to fight Islamic fundamentalism, a danger they had them-
selves created by their radical reforms. Andropov argued that ‘‘we can uphold the
revolution in Afghanistan only with the aid of our bayonets, and that is com-
pletely impermissible for us.’’ Gromyko came up with another argument: ‘‘All
that we have done in recent years with such e√ort in terms of détente of inter-
national relations, arms reductions, and much more—all that would be over-
thrown. China, of course, will receive a nice gift. All the nonaligned countries will
be against us.’’ The foreign minister also reminded the Politburo that military
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intervention would lead to cancellation of the summit with Carter in Vienna
and also the visit of French president Giscard d’Estaing, scheduled for the end
of March.∞≤∏

Why this shift? New information, particularly a telephone conversation be-
tween Kosygin and Taraki, clarified the realities in Afghanistan. An even more
decisive factor, however, must have been Brezhnev’s personal intervention and
the position of his foreign policy assistant, Alexandrov-Agentov.∞≤π As Gromyko
spelled out, Brezhnev maintained a stake in détente. His interest in signing the
salt agreement with the United States and avoiding anything that might compli-
cate his meetings with other Western leaders carried the decisive weight. He also,
by nature, regarded any military intervention as a weapon of last resort. Brezhnev
appeared in person at the Politburo, which was in session continuously for three
days, against intervention. After a Soviet military plane brought Taraki to Mos-
cow, he was informed that Soviet forces would not be deployed in Afghanistan.
The Soviets pledged additional assistance to the Afghan army and put pressure
on Pakistan and Iran to limit the penetration of Islamic radical forces into Af-
ghanistan. After listening to Taraki’s brief reply, Brezhnev stood up and left, as if
to say that the matter was closed.∞≤∫

The decision against intervention, however, did not seem final. The initial
interventionist stand of the troika spelled trouble for the future. The illusory
project of leading Afghanistan ‘‘along the path of socialist reform’’ was not
renounced. In fact, Gromyko, Andropov, Ustinov, and Ponomarev rea≈rmed it in
their memorandum to the Politburo soon after Taraki left Moscow. As a result,
Soviet material investments in the Kabul regime increased, and the number of
Soviet advisers, mostly of the military and the kgb, reached an estimated 4,000
people.∞≤Ω

All this proved fateful when the next power struggle in Afghanistan took place
between Taraki and Amin. Indeed, the outcome could have been predicted. Hafi-
zullah Amin was a much more shrewd and e≈cient leader, with personal at-
tributes and style that strongly resembled those of Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein.
Amin’s role model was Joseph Stalin; he relied on brutal force in building the
regime and was prepared to take big risks in pursuing his ambitious goals.
His energy in building the Afghan army and putting down the revolt in Herat
won him the sympathies of Soviet military advisers. Brezhnev, however, was on
Taraki’s side. In early September 1979, the Afghan prime minister stopped in
Moscow on the way home after a meeting of nonaligned countries in Havana.
Brezhnev and Andropov told him that Amin was planning a coup against him and
had just removed his people from the key positions in the security services. There
is reason to believe that after that conversation the kgb, together with the Soviet
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embassy in Kabul, attempted to remove Amin but that the plot backfired. What-
ever happened, Amin arrested Taraki and on October 9 ordered him strangled in
his prison cell. After that, Amin expelled the Soviet ambassador.∞≥≠ The assas-
sination of Brezhnev’s favorite suddenly involved the general secretary personally
and emotionally in the a√airs of the Afghan revolution. Brezhnev allegedly told
Andropov and Ustinov: ‘‘What kind of scum is this Amin—to strangle the man
with whom he participated in the revolution? Who is now at the helm of the
Afghan revolution? What will people say in other countries? Can one trust Brezh-
nev’s words?’’ The momentum for Soviet military intervention and the removal
of Amin began to grow from that point on. Very soon after Taraki’s murder,
Brezhnev’s foreign policy assistant, Alexandrov-Agentov, reportedly told one of-
ficial of the International Department that it was necessary to send troops to
Afghanistan.∞≥∞

The quick escalation of the revolution in Iran after January 1979, proclamation
of the Islamic Republic in Iran on March 31 of the same year, and rapidly growing
Iranian support of fundamentalist rebels in southwest Afghanistan probably con-
tributed to the reassessment of the nonintervention decision. The Kremlin lead-
ers could not know that the Iranian revolution would introduce a new era of radi-
cal Islam that would outlive the Cold War and the Soviet Union. They suspected
and, initially, grossly exaggerated an American involvement with the growing
fundamentalist movement in Afghanistan. Ustinov, Andropov, and Alexandrov-
Agentov in particular began to think about Afghanistan exclusively in the light of
Soviet-American zero-sum competition.∞≥≤ The introduction of U.S. forces into
the Persian Gulf after the capture of the American embassy by Islamic radicals on
November 4, 1979, alarmed the General Sta√. General Valentin Varennikov re-
called that at that time ‘‘we were concerned that if the United States were forced
from Iran, they would move their bases to Pakistan and seize Afghanistan.’’
Minister of Defense Ustinov reportedly wondered: If Americans do all these
preparations under our noses, why should we hunker down, play cautious, and
lose Afghanistan?∞≥≥ Under these circumstances, the kgb reports from Kabul that
Amin was playing a double game and meeting secretly with Americans were
particularly disturbing. Sadat’s betrayal a few years earlier prepared a fertile
ground for suspicions to grow.

The Soviet decision to eliminate Amin and ‘‘save’’ Afghanistan is a remarkable
case of ‘‘group think’’ at the very top of Soviet leadership, above all among the
policy-making troika. At some point in October and November, Andropov sup-
ported Ustinov’s position and the two began to plot an invasion. Then Gromyko
and Alexandrov-Agentov gave their consent. The principals kept the preparations
in deep secret from the rest of the Politburo and from their own sta√ analysts.
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From the viewpoint of the troika, the most important task was to get Brezhnev on
board. In early December 1979, Andropov presented arguments to him in favor of
the invasion. He wrote: ‘‘Now there is no guarantee that Amin, in order to secure
his personal power would not go over to the West.’’ The letter proposed staging a
coup against Amin and bringing the exiled faction of Afghan revolutionaries to
power in Kabul.∞≥∂

Recent research has shown that Andropov’s basic contention about Amin’s
imminent treason stemmed from amazingly tenuous evidence. The kgb chief
seems to have played the same role he had played in 1968 during the Czechoslo-
vak crisis: he used information and misinformation to steel Brezhnev’s resolve
for intervention. On December 8, Andropov and Ustinov told Brezhnev about the
possibility of deployment of U.S. short-range missiles in Afghanistan that might
target Soviet military installations in Kazakhstan and Siberia. Ustinov suggested
taking advantage of Amin’s repeated requests for Soviet troops and sending
several divisions into Afghanistan, to ensure a smooth takeover. The original
intention was to withdraw these troops immediately after a new regime had been
established.∞≥∑

Even at this point, concerns about serious consequences for détente could
have overruled, once again, the arguments for intervention. But this time neither
Brezhnev nor Gromyko objected. In the fall of 1979, détente seemed to be sinking
to its nadir. The little dose of goodwill generated by the Brezhnev-Carter summit
had evaporated. At the prodding of several Democratic senators, the White House
raised a false alarm about the presence of a Soviet brigade in Cuba, a completely
trumped-up charge. This contributed to Moscow’s suspicion that somebody in
Washington had decided to challenge the Soviet Union across the board.∞≥∏

The ‘‘last straw’’ that tipped the scales in favor of intervention was nato’s
decision to deploy a new generation of strategic nuclear weapons in Western
Europe—Pershing missiles and cruise missiles. The decision o≈cially made at a
special meeting of nato foreign and defense ministers in Brussels on Decem-
ber 12 was forecast by Soviet analysts a few days ahead. It gave validity to the
arguments of Ustinov and Andropov, who, at their meeting with Brezhnev on
December 8, emphasized that the Afghanistan problem became part of a worsen-
ing strategic situation and that American short-range missiles could also be
deployed in Afghanistan.∞≥π

The top Soviet military brass was the last group that tried to voice objections to
the planned intervention. The General Sta√ ’s chief, Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov,
expressed his and his colleagues’ reservations to Brezhnev and the troika in an
informal exchange on the eve of a Politburo meeting on Afghanistan on Decem-
ber 10. He cited the perils of Soviet troops mired in unfamiliar and di≈cult
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conditions and reminded the political leaders that the fears of hostile American
activities in the region were imaginary. Instead of discussing Ogarkov’s con-
cerns, Ustinov, whose relations with the marshal were strained, told him to shut
up and obey the leadership. Minutes later, at the Politburo session, Ogarkov tried
again to warn of serious fallout from the invasion. ‘‘We would align the entire
Islamic East against us and su√er political damage around the world.’’ Andropov
cut him o√: ‘‘Focus on military a√airs! Leave policy-making to us, the party, and
Leonid Ilyich!’’ On that day, the Politburo did not come to a decision. Two days
later, on December 12, Andropov, Ustinov, and Gromyko learned that nato had
decided to deploy Pershing missiles and cruise missiles in Europe. This time the
Politburo approved the Ustinov-Andropov plan to ‘‘save’’ Afghanistan through
the combination of a coup and military intervention. Brezhnev, very feeble but
visibly emotional, a≈xed his signature to the decision to intervene.∞≥∫

The crude incompetence of the Soviet invasion blew away Moscow’s o≈cial
cover that the Kabul government had actually requested the Soviet Union to
defend them. The clumsiness of the kgb contributed to the problem. At first,
Soviet agents attempted to poison Amin, but when the poison failed to work,
commandos stormed Amin’s palace, causing a bloodbath. Fierce American and
international reaction to this bloody coup caused the entire edifice of superpower
détente to crumble. There is evidence that Brezhnev took the dismantling of
détente by Washington personally and dimly understood that the intervention in
Afghanistan was a gross error. His foreign policy adviser recalled that the gen-
eral secretary once complained to Andropov and Ustinov: ‘‘You got me into
this mess!’’∞≥Ω

Brezhnev’s career as a statesman was at its end—a very bleak one. Chernyaev
wrote in his diary: ‘‘I do not believe that ever before in Russian history, even under
Stalin, was there a period when such important actions were taken without a hint
of discussion, advice and deliberation. We entered a very dangerous period when
the ruling circle cannot fully appreciate what it is doing and why.’’∞∂≠ Chernyaev
and other ‘‘enlightened’’ functionaries waited for a miracle that could help the
Soviet Union weather this dangerous stretch.
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( CHAPTER 9 )

THE OLD GUARD’S EXIT,

1980–1987

★

The quota of interventions abroad has been exhausted.

—Andropov, fall 1980

The superpower confrontation of the early 1980s had a feeling of déjà vu. The
rampant arms race, covert battles between secret services around the world, and
fierce psychological warfare gave the situation a resemblance to the last years of
Stalin’s rule. The Reagan administration sought to roll back the Soviet empire,
just as the Truman and Eisenhower administrations had done in the early 1950s.
Some in the West forecast a dangerous decade and predicted that ‘‘the Soviet
Union would risk nuclear war if her leaders believed the integrity of the empire to
be at stake.’’∞

This chapter focuses on the behavior of the Kremlin in the face of growing
confrontation. The last years of Brezhnev’s rule and the next two years of inter-
regnum under the leadership of Yuri Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko were
times of deterioration of the political and economic foundations of Soviet power.
Western analysts, including those in the cia, suspected that the Soviet economy
was in bad shape and that the Soviet hold on Central Europe was shaky. But they
did not imagine how bad the situation really was. The Solidarity movement in
Poland in 1980 and 1981 and the growing dependency of other countries of the
Warsaw Pact on the economic and financial power of Western capitalist countries
gravely undermined the empire built by Stalin. The Kremlin rulers lacked the
political will and resourcefulness to stop the erosion of Soviet power. At no point
from 1981 to 1985 did the Kremlin leaders contemplate anything resembling
preparations for an ultimate showdown with the West.≤

poland: a cornerstone cracks

In August 1980, labor strikes in Gdansk escalated into a crisis of the Communist
regime in Poland. The phenomenal success of Solidarity, especially the impres-
sive coordination and e≈ciency of this seemingly chaotic democratic movement,
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led the Kremlin rulers and some advisers to suspect a ‘‘hidden hand,’’ perhaps a
well-trained ‘‘underground’’ funded from abroad and leading the revolution.
Even worse from the Soviet perspective was the enormous international outpour-
ing of support for these ‘‘anti-socialist forces.’’ The kgb reported on the ties
between Solidarity, the Polish Catholic Church, the Vatican, and Polish émigré
organizations in the United States. Zbigniew Brzezinski and Pope John Paul II
were named as the most dangerous instigators of Polish events.≥

The Polish revolution spilled over, politically and psychologically, into the
borderlands of the Soviet Union itself. In 1981, the kgb reported about mass
strikes at some plants and factories in the Baltic republics, especially in Latvia,
that were influenced by the Polish workers’ movement.∂ In the spring of 1981, the
kgb’s Yuri Andropov informed the Politburo that ‘‘the Polish events are influenc-
ing the situation in the western provinces of our country, particularly in Belo-
russia.’’ Soviet authorities slammed down a new iron curtain on the borders with
Poland, closing tourism, student programs, and cultural exchange with this
‘‘fraternal’’ country. Subscription to Polish periodicals was suspended and Polish
radio was jammed.∑

Many people in the Soviet Union and around the world nervously waited for
the next Kremlin reaction to the Solidarity movement. Some foreign policy ex-
perts in the Central Committee in Moscow and members of the National Security
Council in Washington feared a familiar prospect: a Soviet invasion as in Czecho-
slovakia in 1968. Leonid Brezhnev, however, was not ready for such a step.
Even in his dotage, the increasingly detached and irritated general secretary did
not want to give his consent to another military operation, least of all against
the Poles.∏

Brezhnev’s determination to avoid intervention in Poland was known only in a
very narrow circle. By that time, the general secretary had virtually disappeared
from the Kremlin, becoming a recluse in his state dacha. In his absence, the
troika of Andropov, Ustinov, and Gromyko monopolized security a√airs. Mikhail
Suslov also played a visible role—he became the head of the special Politburo
commission on the Polish crisis. Of those people, Minister of Defense Dmitry
Ustinov had the greatest reason to push for military intervention: Poland had to
be secured as a crucial link between the Group of Soviet Forces in Germany and
the Soviet Union. The Warsaw Pact made no sense without Poland; indeed, its
headquarters was near the Polish city of Legnice. There were several instances
when Ustinov’s subordinates, chiefly Marshal Viktor Kulikov, commander in
chief of the united forces of the Warsaw Pact, advocated ‘‘saving’’ Poland at
any cost.π

kgb chairman Yuri Andropov was a pivotal figure in the Politburo’s decision-
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making circle. He had been the ardent advocate of Soviet invasions of Hungary,
Czechoslovakia, and Afghanistan. In the fall of 1980, however, Andropov said to
a trusted subordinate: ‘‘The quota of interventions abroad has been exhausted.’’∫

Andropov had already begun to position himself as Brezhnev’s heir apparent and
realized that another military intervention would be a disastrous career move.
The invasion of Poland would have killed European détente, still on the ropes
after the Afghan intervention. It might even have meant the collapse of the entire
Helsinki process, the biggest achievement of Soviet statesmanship of the 1970s.

Even Suslov concluded it would be preferable to admit a few social democrats
into Poland’s Communist government than to use Soviet troops.Ω This, however,
did not mean that the Kremlin gave up on Poland. The Politburo began to lean
toward ‘‘the Pilsudski scenario,’’ meaning a nationalist-militarist dictatorship
reminiscent of the regime established by Jozef Pilsudski in the 1920s. Among the
candidates for ‘‘Communist Pilsudski’’ were the Polish first secretary, Stanyslaw
Kania, and the head of the Polish armed forces, General Wojciech Jaruzelski. In
December 1980, Brezhnev told Kania from a prepared script: ‘‘If we see that you
are being overthrown,’’ he said, ‘‘then we would go in.’’ The whole meeting
served the purpose of intimidating Kania with the prospect of Soviet invasion to
make him take drastic steps against the Solidarity movement.∞≠ But the Polish
party leader lacked the resolve and character needed to carry out the proposed
coup. Leonid Zamyatin, a highly placed Soviet propaganda o≈cial, came back
from Warsaw with the impression that the Polish party leader had become a
nervous wreck and had taken refuge in drink.∞∞ Thus the way to force the Polish
leadership into action was to make him and his entire entourage believe that a
Soviet invasion was imminent. To facilitate this, a large-scale military exercise of
the Warsaw Pact armies inside Poland and near its borders was organized to
coincide with the meeting. This was a carbon copy of the Soviet actions in
Czechoslovakia before the Kremlin had decided to invade.∞≤

Twelve years earlier, the object of pressure had been Alexander Dubcek. Now it
was Kania. In March 1981, Kania and Jaruzelski came to Moscow again, and
Ustinov dressed down the Polish party leader like a schoolboy. ‘‘Comrade Kania,’’
he shouted, ‘‘our patience is lost! We have people in Poland on whom we can rely.
We give you two weeks’ ultimatum to restore order in Poland!’’∞≥ Soon after the
Polish delegation left Moscow, Warsaw Pact forces and the kgb began a full-
scale campaign of intimidation of Poland, including large-scale military exer-
cises that lasted three weeks. Ustinov’s threat, however, was empty: the Kremlin
leaders were not planning an invasion.∞∂

During the summer of 1981 the Soviets did their best to find and organize
‘‘healthy forces’’ inside the Polish Communist Party that could be an additional
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source of pressure on Kania and Jaruzelski. What they found disheartened them:
hard-line Communists in Poland were a vanishing breed, replaced by educated
and reform-minded people, among them journalist Myaczyslaw Rakowski, whom
many in the Kremlin viewed as a dangerous ‘‘rightist revisionist.’’ The Communist
leaders of the gdr, Hungary, and Czechoslovakia, and especially Rumania’s
leader, Nicolae Ceaucescu, were even more fearful of these developments. At their
meetings with Brezhnev at his summer resort in the Crimea, they began to
demand military intervention. Brezhnev, however, adamantly refused.∞∑

Brezhnev still believed he could resuscitate détente in Europe and abhorred
the prospect of invasion of Poland. In addition, he and other Soviet leaders were
deterred by the economic dimensions of the Polish crisis. Fighting with the Poles
would be disastrous enough, but equally calamitous would be the economic costs
of invasion and occupation. Chernyaev commented in his journal in August 1981:
‘‘Brezhnev’s approach is the only wise approach. We simply cannot a√ord to keep
Poland as our economic dependent.’’∞∏ Indeed, the Kremlin did not have the
surplus resources to pay for its rapidly expanding commitments. By the 1980s,
the Soviet Union assisted or maintained sixty-nine Soviet satellites and clients
around the world. Beginning in the second half of the 1960s, over a quarter of the
Soviet GDP was spent every year on financing the military buildup. The regime
routinely filled holes in the budget by borrowing from people’s savings, selling
vodka, and secretly amassing a budget deficit. Another crucial source of revenue
was the export of oil and gas: from 1971 to 1980, the Soviet Union increased its oil
and gas production sevenfold and eightfold, respectively, a rate matched by the
ever-increasing Soviet deliveries of heavily subsidized oil and gas to Warsaw Pact
countries.∞π After 1974, when world prices of oil quadrupled, Moscow was forced
to double the price of Soviet oil delivered to its Warsaw Pact allies, compensating
them through ten-year, low-interest loans. Soviet economic interests demanded
reduction of such generous aid to Central European regimes, but the interests of
the ‘‘socialist empire’’ and bloc commitments dictated instead further increases
in this aid.∞∫

The economic sanctions placed on the ussr by President Carter after the
invasion of Afghanistan exacerbated economic tensions inside the Soviet bloc.
No longer could the Soviet leaders force their client Central European regimes to
share the economic burdens of the renewed Cold War. At a meeting in Moscow in
February 1980, the party secretaries of these countries informed their Kremlin
comrades that they could not a√ord any reduction of economic and trade rela-
tions with the West. The economic dependency of Warsaw Pact member states on
nato countries, previously the problem of only the gdr, had now become the
case for Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Rumania, and Bulgaria as well.∞Ω Essentially,
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the Communist allies told Moscow that plugging the holes in the ‘‘socialist
community’’ would be exclusively a Soviet expense.

The Polish crisis painfully revealed the precarious position of the Soviet Union
as the only economic and financial donor to the Eastern bloc. During the year
after August 1980, the Soviets pumped four billion dollars into Poland, without
any noticeable results. The Polish economy kept declining and anti-Soviet senti-
ment in Poland kept rising. Meanwhile, food shortages in the ussr continued
and even worsened. Soviet agriculture, despite gargantuan state investments,
sputtered, and the centralized system of food distribution su√ered bottlenecks.
Heavily subsidized bread, butter, oil, and meat disappeared from stores into the
flourishing ‘‘black market’’ and sold at inflated prices. There were growing food
lines, even in privileged Moscow. In this situation, the Kremlin had to su√er the
ultimate embarrassment of allowing large-scale Western assistance to save the
Poles from starvation. In November 1980, Brezhnev informed the leaders of the
gdr, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Bulgaria that the Soviet Union would have to
cut supplies of oil to these countries, ‘‘with a view of selling this oil on the
capitalist market and transferring the gained hard currency’’ to help the Polish
regime.≤≠ It became obvious that in the event of military invasion of Poland by
Warsaw Pact forces, the ussr would have to pick up the tab of the occupation
costs. And nobody could predict the impact of Western economic sanctions on
the comecon members.

On October 18, Prime Minister General Wojciech Jaruzelski took over the party
leadership from Kania. Jaruzelski represented Moscow’s last hope. Contrary to
many hostile depictions in the West and inside Poland, Jaruzelski was not the
obedient tool in Soviet hands. Deported to Siberia by the nkvd after the partition
of Poland in 1939, he became an o≈cer in the Soviet-sponsored Polish Army
during World War II. Jaruzelski spoke Russian fluently and grew up believing in
the primary importance of Poland’s security. He also convinced himself that only
the Soviet Union could guarantee Polish territorial integrity. For months, Jaruzel-
ski resisted Soviet pressure to impose martial law. By November 1981, however,
he had to give in: Poland teetered on the economic brink, with the imminent
prospect of a harsh winter without enough fuel and food. Simultaneously, the
moderate leaders of Solidarity began to lose ground to more radical and im-
patient forces demanding an end to the Communist Party regime in Poland.
Jaruzelski began secret preparations for a coup. Still, he held the Kremlin in
suspense. After a last-minute meeting with Jaruzelski, Nikolai Baibakov reported
to the Politburo that the general had been transformed into a neurotic, ‘‘uncer-
tain of his capacity to do anything.’’ Jaruzelski repeatedly warned Moscow that
the Polish Catholic Church might join forces with Solidarity and ‘‘declare a holy
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war against the Polish authorities.’’ The general ended up by asking for emer-
gency economic assistance and the provision of Soviet troops as the backup force
for the Polish army and police.≤∞ Jaruzelski was trying to turn the tables on his
blackmailers in the Kremlin.

At an emergency Politburo meeting, Andropov took the floor. The kgb chief
warned that Jaruzelski wanted to ‘‘blame everything’’ on the Soviet Union. An-
dropov firmly concluded that the Soviet Union could not a√ord a military inter-
vention under any circumstances, even if the Solidarity movement came to power.
‘‘We must be concerned above all with our own country and the strengthening of
the Soviet Union,’’ the speaker concluded. ‘‘That is our paramount guideline.’’
Andropov knew that food shortages threatened to engulf even Moscow and
Leningrad and was concerned about domestic stability. The revolt of Polish work-
ers made Andropov wonder if Soviet workers would stay patient forever.≤≤

The kgb chairman came close not only to rejecting the so-called Brezhnev
Doctrine but also to revising the expansive version of the revolutionary-imperial
paradigm that the Kremlin had been practicing. Matthew Ouimet correctly con-
cluded that the Polish Solidarity crisis ‘‘left the Brezhnev Doctrine of Limited
Sovereignty very much like the man after whom it had been named. Both had
become mannequins propped up by a fading imperial power desperate to pre-
serve its role in world a√airs. . . . Though still unaware of their accomplishment,
the Polish people had forced the Soviet colossus into an imperial retreat from
which it would never recover.’’≤≥

Jaruzelski’s imposition of martial law on December 13, 1981, removed the
immediate challenge to the Warsaw Pact. But the Polish crisis was not at an end;
it was symptomatic of the growing structural crisis of the entire bloc. The costs of
keeping control of Poland remained high. Despite Soviet protestations, Jaruzel-
ski received 1.5 billion dollars’ worth of economic aid in 1981. Vast amounts of
grain, butter, and meat went to Poland and immediately vanished there, like a
drop in a bottomless pit. Polish industries also received vitally needed raw mate-
rials, including iron ore, nonferrous metals, tires, and, most important of all,
Soviet oil.≤∂

The Polish crisis was the most severe in the series of grave crises that began to
bu√et the Kremlin in the early 1980s. For the first time since the blooming
of European détente and the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, Soviet leaders
clearly realized the limits of Soviet power, even in the areas adjacent to Soviet
borders. Despite its approaching senility, the Kremlin Old Guard was poised on
the brink of a fundamental reappraisal of Soviet security interests and foreign
policy. However, these men did not take a final step in this direction. They looked
backward, not forward, in the search for solutions.
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politburo and reagan

The secret debates on Poland in the Kremlin overlapped with another painful
discussion: how to deal with the provocative and bellicose behavior of the Rea-
gan administration toward the Soviet Union. Reagan knew very well from Colo-
nel Ryszard Kuklinski, an American spy in the Warsaw Pact military command,
about the Soviet pressure on Poland. He took the imposition of martial law as
a personal insult.≤∑ The president was determined to punish the Soviet Union
to the maximum and to maximize Soviet economic problems. After December
1981, Reagan pushed Western European countries to impose an embargo on the
construction of the transcontinental oil pipeline, the ‘‘Urengoi–Western Eu-
rope,’’ a project pivotal for increasing Soviet oil revenues in the future. In the end,
West Germany and France failed to support the U.S. sanctions, and, as a Russian
scholar commented, ‘‘Reagan lost the first round against the ussr.’’ The con-
struction of the pipeline, however, was delayed by a few critical years. Simul-
taneously, cia director William Casey and Secretary of Defense Caspar Wein-
berger sanctioned a number of highly provocative secret operations, including
military exercises in the vicinity of Soviet borders and Soviet naval bases, to
apply pressure on the Kremlin. The administration lobbied Saudi Arabia and the
opec countries for a sharp reduction of world oil prices. These revelations of
the administration’s hard-liners, despite their tendency for exaggeration, re-
veal that the American pressure on the Soviets was at a level not seen since
the 1950s.≤∏

For Andropov, the actions of the Reagan administration began to form an
ominous pattern. In a mirror image of U.S. fears at that time, the kgb chief began
to warn that ‘‘the administration in Washington is attempting to push the whole
development of international relations on to a dangerous path intensifying the
danger of war.’’≤π In May 1981, Andropov invited Brezhnev to a closed session of
kgb o≈cers and, in his presence, told the surprised audience that the United
States was making preparations for a surprise nuclear attack on the ussr. He
declared that, from now on, a new strategic early warning system was to be
created, on the basis of cooperation between the kgb and the gru (Soviet
military intelligence). The new intelligence operation was named ryan—after
the first letters of the Russian words raketno-yadernoye napadeniie (nuclear-missile
attack). The skeptical intelligence professionals wrongly presumed this prepos-
terous idea came from Ustinov and the military. Since the 1970s, the military no
longer had assumed that an American attack might take place unexpectedly at
any moment. Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev recalled later that he regarded the
situation as ‘‘di≈cult, but not crisis-ridden.’’ In fact, the ryan idea was An-
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dropov’s own. Vigilant to the point of being somewhat neurotic, the kgb chief
had old visions of ‘‘Barbarossa’’ and the early Cold War reawakened.≤∫

Andropov hoped to shake up the Soviet bureaucracy and society, which were
stagnant. Brezhnev, however, was against any radical departures. The general
secretary repeated the détente mantra, expecting that sooner or later the Ameri-
cans would reciprocate. Many in the Politburo hoped that Reagan would return to
‘‘realist’’ grounds of cooperating with the Soviet Union. Hoping to mollify West-
ern public opinion with symbolic gestures, Brezhnev gave a speech in June 1982
renouncing the first use of nuclear weapons. Soon after, Ustinov publicly de-
clared that the Soviet Union ‘‘does not count on achieving victory in a nuclear
war.’’≤Ω This meant a de facto abandonment of the o√ensive military doctrine of
the 1960s.

On November 10, 1982, Leonid Brezhnev died in his sleep. Almost immediately,
the Politburo announced that sixty-eight-year-old Yuri Andropov was the new
Soviet leader. For the first time, the Kremlin leadership managed to avoid the
intrigues and power struggles that had crippled it during previous successions.
Cold War tensions must have contributed to this outcome, but there was also the
fact that the kgb leader enjoyed the full support of Ustinov and Gromyko.
Tragically for Andropov, by that time he was already in the final phase of terminal
kidney disease.

Andropov viewed Reagan with unrelenting suspicion. When Reagan sent a
handwritten letter to Brezhnev proposing to talk about nuclear disarmament,
Andropov and other members of the ruling troika in the Kremlin dismissed this
as a phony gesture. Meanwhile U.S.-Soviet relations plunged to another low. On
March 8, 1983, the U.S. president spoke of the Soviet Union as ‘‘an evil empire,’’
breaking with the rhetoric of the previous administrations, which, at least pub-
licly, had avoided challenging the legitimacy of the Soviet regime. On March 23,
1983, Reagan dropped another bombshell, announcing the Strategic Defense
Initiative (sdi), with the goal of making all nuclear weapons ‘‘impotent and
obsolete.’’ For the Soviet military and the Kremlin leaders, it sounded like a threat
to neutralize all Soviet ballistic missiles and make the ussr vulnerable to an
American first strike. Adding to Reagan’s ‘‘evil empire’’ speech and sdi initiative,
U.S. military and intelligence activities around the world deepened Andropov’s
insecurity. In April and May 1983, the American Pacific Fleet, during a massive
exercise, probed for gaps in Soviet ocean surveillance and early warning systems.
The Americans also practiced simulated assaults on Soviet strategic submarines
with nuclear missiles on board. The Kremlin responded with its own intense
series of global military exercises, including, for the first time, a general re-
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hearsal for mobilization and interaction with strategic nuclear forces. Against
this backdrop, Operation ryan continued unabated during 1983; all kgb agents
abroad received ‘‘permanent operational assignments to uncover nato prepara-
tions for a nuclear missile attack on the ussr.’’≥≠

In hindsight, some veterans of the Reagan administration viewed this as the
source and origin of subsequent changes in Soviet behavior. The cia’s Robert
Gates assumes that ‘‘sdi did have a significant impact on the Soviet political and
military leadership’’ by presenting it with the prospect of ‘‘an incredibly expensive
new arms race in an area in which the ussr could hardly hope to compete
e√ectively.’’ Gates believes that ‘‘the idea of sdi’’ convinced ‘‘even some of the
conservative members of the Soviet leadership that major internal changes were
needed in the ussr.’’≥∞ In reality, Soviet reaction was far more ambiguous. There
was no feeling of impending doom in political and military circles. A panel of
scientists and experts on arms control negotiations, headed by physicist Evgeny
Velikhov, concluded that Reagan’s sdi initiative probably did not require imme-
diate countermeasures. But this conclusion did not end the debate. The Soviet
military realized that, in the longer run, sdi could boost the development of
new military technologies. Ustinov took an energetic interest in the sdi prob-
lem. Together with the president of the Academy of Science, Anatoly Alexan-
drov, he started planning a long-term e√ort in response to Reagan’s initia-
tive. Some people inside the military-industrial complex, including academician
Gersh Budker and missile designer Vladimir Chelomei, came up with proposals
for Soviet versions of sdi.≥≤

The Reagan administration sold sdi to the Congress by arguing that in two
years this initiative would force the Soviets to start talks on nuclear disarmament
on U.S. terms. At first, however, quite the opposite happened. Only days into
o≈ce, Andropov launched a campaign against corruption, for the restoration
of discipline, and for patriotic vigilance.≥≥ Also, ominously, he made ‘‘a final
warning’’ to those inside the Soviet Union who ‘‘consciously or unconsciously
served as a mouthpiece for foreign interests by spreading all kinds of gossip and
rumors.’’ As often had occurred in the past, the policy of toughness and vigilance
evoked a broad positive response among elites and the public. Mikhail Gor-
bachev, who later expressed his disapproval of Andropov’s hard line, supported it
wholeheartedly in 1983. The military, kgb o≈cers, and many in the diplomatic
corps applauded Andropov’s campaign. Years later, a sizable group of Russians,
perhaps even a majority, continued to look back at Andropov with respect and
nostalgia.≥∂

Andropov’s deep mistrust of Reagan became entrenched, fortified by emo-
tions—contempt, animosity, and a tinge of fear. Anatoly Dobrynin heard him
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saying: ‘‘Reagan is unpredictable. You should expect anything from him.’’ On
July 11, 1983, the U.S. president sent a handwritten personal message to An-
dropov. He assured the general secretary that the government and the people of
the United States were dedicated to ‘‘the course of peace’’ and ‘‘the elimination of
the nuclear threat.’’ Reagan concluded: ‘‘Historically our predecessors have made
better progress when communicating has been private and candid. If you wish to
engage in such communication you will find me ready.’’ In a narrow circle, the
general secretary interpreted this o√er as ‘‘duplicity and desire to disorient the
Soviet leadership.’’ Andropov responded with a polite and formal letter that
ignored Reagan’s o√er.≥∑

The more the pressure from Washington, the tougher the Politburo’s stand.
The war of nerves reached its climax in the kal-007 a√air in September 1983.
When a Korean Airlines’ Boeing-747 strayed over the Kurile Islands, an impor-
tant part of the Soviet defense perimeter, on September 1, the nervous air-defense
command mistook it for an American spy plane and ordered Soviet jet fighters to
destroy it. Misled by Ustinov and the military, who promised him that the ‘‘Amer-
icans would never find out about it,’’ Andropov, already hospitalized with kidney
failure, decided to publicly deny the tragic accident. Reagan and Secretary of State
George Shultz felt genuinely appalled at the loss of life and the Kremlin’s pre-
varications. Yet many others in the cia, the Pentagon, and the media were deter-
mined to score a propaganda victory over the ‘‘evil empire.’’ Soviet denials of the
truth provided them with a golden opportunity to unmask the Soviets before the
entire world as callous murderers of innocent civilians.≥∏

The worldwide hate campaign against the Soviet Union orchestrated by the
Reagan administration was the last straw for Andropov, at that time a bitter and
dying man. On September 29, Pravda published his ‘‘farewell address’’ on Soviet-
American relations. Andropov informed the Soviet people that the Reagan admin-
istration was set upon a dangerous course ‘‘to ensure a dominating position in the
world for the United States of America.’’ He denounced the Korean airliner
incident as a ‘‘sophisticated provocation organized by U.S. special services’’ and
blamed Reagan personally for using propaganda methods ‘‘inadmissible in state-
to-state relations.’’ Then came the punch line: ‘‘If anybody ever had any illusions
about the possibility of an evolution to the better in the policy of the present
American administration, these illusions are completely dispelled now.’’≥π

The last months of 1983 seemed to have corroborated Andropov’s grim ver-
dict. In late September, Soviet satellite surveillance systems repeatedly reported
that a massive U.S. icbm launch had taken place. The alarms turned out to be
false, but the tension grew.≥∫ In late October, U.S. marines invaded Grenada in
the Caribbean Sea and deposed the Marxist government of Maurice Bishop. In
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November, nato forces conducted the Able Archer exercises; to Soviet intel-
ligence sources, this looked almost indistinguishable from preparations for an
imminent attack. Also, despite the enormous antiwar demonstrations and the
deep divide in Western public opinion, the first Pershing missiles began to arrive
on American bases in West Germany. On December 1, the Kremlin sent repeated
warnings to the allied governments of the Warsaw Treaty Organization. The
Soviet leadership informed them about a decision to deploy atomic submarines
with nuclear missiles along U.S. coasts in response to ‘‘the increased nuclear
threat to the Soviet Union.’’ Without such measures, read the text, ‘‘the adven-
turers from Washington might easily be tempted to make a first nuclear strike
with the goal of prevailing in a limited nuclear war. The disruption of the military
balance in their favor could prompt the ruling circles in the USA to undertake a
sudden attack on the socialist countries.’’ The American invasion of Grenada was
cited as proof that ‘‘American imperialism can risk unleashing a full-scale war for
the sake of its venal class interests.’’≥Ω

The Kremlin’s discourse on international relations seemed to hark back to the
mid-1960s. Andropov’s anger and frustration, as well as his terminal illness,
colored this new alarmist rhetoric. Another Soviet message to Warsaw Pact lead-
ers stated that Washington ‘‘has declared a ‘crusade’ against socialism as a social
system. Those who have now ordered to deploy new nuclear weapons on our
threshold link their practical policies to this reckless undertaking.’’∂≠ Reflecting
the new foreign policy course, Soviet negotiators walked out of the Geneva arms
control talks on November 23, 1983. Only at the last minute did Foreign Ministry
diplomats and General Sta√ experts manage to convince the Politburo to leave
the door open for a Soviet return to the negotiating table.∂∞ On December 16,
Andropov told a Soviet arms control negotiator who came to visit him in a
hospital that the Soviet Union and the United States were on a collision course
for the first time since the Cuban missile crisis. He complained that the Reagan
administration was doing everything to bleed the Soviets in Afghanistan and was
not interested in Soviet withdrawal there. ‘‘If we begin to make concessions,’’ the
dying leader darkly mused, ‘‘defeat would be inevitable.’’∂≤

Meanwhile, alerted to the tension he provoked by intelligence signals and the
Western peace movement, Reagan decided it was now time to talk with the
Soviets. Convinced that the Kremlin might share his interest in avoiding nuclear
war, he made a conciliatory speech in January 1984 meant to be ‘‘an initiative to
end the Cold War.’’ Secretary of State George Schulz, Robert McFarlane, Jack
Matlock, and other Reagan advisers disagreed with the cia’s Casey and the
Pentagon’s Weinberger, who wanted to use the war in Afghanistan to undermine
the Soviet system. The Reagan advisers group thought that American policy
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should not challenge the legitimacy of the Soviet system, nor should it pursue
military superiority and pressure the Soviet system into collapse. They worked
out a four-part framework for future talks, including the renunciation of the use
of force in international disputes, respect for human rights, open exchange of
information and ideas, and reduction of armaments.∂≥ The embittered Moscow
leadership, however, continued to believe that the administration was the hos-
tage of the ‘‘bleeders’’ who wanted to beat the Soviet Union into the ground. They
refused to notice the change in the White House. In September 1984, the same
month he agreed to meet with Reagan for the first time since the Korean airliner
incident, Gromyko told his assistants: ‘‘Reagan and his team have taken up as
their aim to destroy the socialist camp. Fascism is on the march in America.’’∂∂

Apparently, the Soviet foreign minister believed that Soviet-American rela-
tions had sunk to the lows of the early 1950s. Still, he was convinced that state
interests required a dialogue with the American leader. Dobrynin concluded that
‘‘the impact of Reagan’s hard-line policy on the internal debates in the Kremlin
and on the evolution of the Soviet leadership was exactly the opposite from the
one intended by Washington. It strengthened those in the Politburo, the Central
Committee, and the security apparatus who had been pressing for a mirror-
image of Reagan’s own policy.’’∂∑ The author, then a junior researcher at the
Institute of U.S. and Canada Studies in Moscow, could observe that Andropov’s
tough response to Reagan produced grave concern among experts. At the same
time, American rhetoric in the anti-Soviet crusade irritated and angered even
those who normally advocated improvement of U.S.-Soviet relations. Among the
public, many began to wonder: ‘‘Will there be a war? When will it come?’’∂∏

Andropov’s influence on Soviet international behavior was a bizarre mixture
of grim realism and worst-case mentality, aggravated by his long association with
the kgb. Until his health collapsed, he had enough will and vision to make his
mark on foreign policy. His death on February 9, 1984, however, cut all his
undertakings short. His successor, another septuagenarian, Konstantin Cher-
nenko, was a walking mummy, who su√ered from severe asthma and lived on
tranquilizers. During Chernenko’s brief tenure, Ustinov and Gromyko retained a
virtual monopoly in military and foreign a√airs. Nostalgia for Stalinist times
began to surface in Kremlin deliberations. The Politburo even found time to
readmit Vyacheslav Molotov to the Communist Party. Ustinov sharply criticized
Khrushchev’s policy of de-Stalinization, blaming Soviet international problems
on it, and proposed to change the name of Volgograd back to Stalingrad. Some
Kremlin elders looked nostalgically back to the 1940s when the Soviet Union
were still a fortress country and the Soviet people had endured endless sacrifices
and hardships.∂π
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The General Sta√ was not unanimous on an adequate response to Reagan.
Some believed it would require an increase in the military budget of 14 percent.
Direct military expenses, that is, the cost of the armed forces and armaments,
already amounted to 61 billion rubles and accounted for 8 percent of the GNP and
16.5 percent of the state budget. Total defense-related expenses, including indi-
rect costs, as Brezhnev admitted in 1976, were two-and-one-half-times higher,
around 40 percent of the budget. This figure was higher than in 1940, when the
Soviet Union was preparing for World War II. Simple calculation shows that, in a
time of a stagnant GNP, any drastic rise in defense expenditures would have
necessitated drastic cuts in living standards and an end to Brezhnev’s ‘‘live and let
live’’ deal with the Soviet people.∂∫

Soviet evidence does not indicate any debates in the Politburo on increasing
military expenditures. The head of the Soviet General Sta√, Marshal Nikolai
Ogarkov, attempted to start a debate at the Defense Council. He criticized the
stagnation in the military-industrial complex, which was controlled by Ustinov.
In his opinion, there was too much ine≈ciency and too many costly mammoth
projects and a suicidal penchant to pursue the United States in the arms race.
Instead of debate, Ustinov dismissed Ogarkov, for a long time a thorn in his side.
The Kremlin leaders also ignored the proposals borrowed from the 1940s, in-
cluding a shift to a six-day working schedule and creation of a special ‘‘defense
fund’’ to raise money for rearmament programs.∂Ω New realities discouraged the
return to the old methods of mobilization. The society had irrevocably changed
since the 1940s. The huge human resources Stalin had mobilized and squan-
dered, those millions of the collectivized peasantry, young workers, and enthusi-
astic party cadres, were no longer available. There was little idealism among the
elite educated youth; frustrated consumerism, cynicism, and pleasure-seeking
took its place. Andropov’s police measures to enforce discipline and a work ethic
among blue-collar workers and the white-collar class quickly degenerated into a
farce. Even the Politburo leaders were not the same as forty years earlier: most of
them, because of their old age, began to think more about their health, reduction
of their workload, and retirement perks than about the preservation of Soviet
power. Konstantin Chernenko, Vladimir Scherbitsky, Dinmuhammad Kunaev,
Nikolai Tikhonov, and other ‘‘elders’’ quietly resisted younger cadres brought to
the Politburo and the Secretariat by Andropov, among them Mikhail Gorbachev,
Yegor Ligachev, and Nikolai Ryzhkov.∑≠

The Politburo elders fiddled, but the Grim Reaper did not wait. Ustinov died on
December 20, 1984, and on March 10, 1985, it was Chernenko’s turn. While
Chernenko’s funeral was in preparation, there was a flurry of behind-the-scenes
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bargaining. As a result, the last survivor of the ruling troika, Andrei Gromyko,
cast his decisive vote for Mikhail Gorbachev, the youngest Politburo member. In
return for his support, Gromyko soon became the head of the Supreme Soviet of
the Soviet Union, an elevated position of a largely ceremonial nature.∑∞ Enormous
power finally fell from the loosened grip of Stalinist appointees into the hands
of a new, relatively inexperienced leader. Unfortunately for Gorbachev, huge
problems and complicated responsibilities almost overwhelmed the assets he
inherited.

a new face in the kremlin

Since 1985, many Western observers and Gorbachev’s closest assistants have
compared Gorbachev to Nikita Khrushchev. Despite a huge di√erence in genera-
tional experience, education, and style, both of them, indeed, had many things in
common: a peasant social background; a sincere, even feverish, reformist urge;
unflagging optimism and ebullient self-confidence; moral revulsion against the
Soviet past; and a belief in the common sense of the Soviet people. Both reformers
believed in the Communist system and in the major tenets of Marxism-Leninism.
Both men also had great psychological potential for innovation and were willing
to take responsibility for plunging into the unknown.∑≤ William Taubman, the
author of a celebrated biography of Nikita Khrushchev, notes that Gorbachev
regarded Brezhnev’s domestic legacy as a conservative reaction against Khru-
shchev’s de-Stalinization. Gorbachev took it as his mission to pick up where
Khrushchev had failed.∑≥

Gorbachev’s personality, however, was the opposite of that of the fiery Nikita.
Gorbachev was a consensus builder, not a fighter. Khrushchev was impatient; he
attacked a problem like a tank attacking enemy defenses. By contrast, Gorbachev
procrastinated and wove cobwebs of bureaucratic politics (see chapter 10). Khru-
shchev repeatedly put his life and career at risk during Stalin’s purges, the war,
and the plot against Beria. Gorbachev never had a close brush with death and
received the supreme power almost on a silver plate. Behind him was a ‘‘junior
team’’ of candidate members of the Politburo recruited by Andropov, among
them Ligachev, Ryzhkov, and the kgb’s Viktor Chebrikov. The military also wel-
comed his candidacy. Gorbachev’s potential rivals, chairman of the Council of
Ministers Nikolai Tikhonov, Leningrad party secretary Grigory Romanov, and
Moscow party secretary Viktor Grishin, soon resigned without protest. There was
no attempt to form a provisional collective leadership to supervise the young and
untried general secretary.∑∂

This remarkably easy victory testified to the strength of Andropov’s network.
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The peripheral and lower-rank party elites, not to mention the public, applauded
Gorbachev with genuine enthusiasm. After years of senile administration, they
welcomed a young, energetic leader. But despite such broad support, Gorbachev
remained apprehensive and cautious. In his acceptance remarks at the Politburo,
he declared that ‘‘there is no need to change policy.’’ The existing course was the
‘‘true, correct, and genuinely Leninist’’ one. Only later, at the Party Plenum in
April and during a televised trip to Leningrad in May 1985, did he say what many
wanted to hear. The Soviet Union was in need of ‘‘perestroika.’’∑∑ A synonym for
the taboo word ‘‘reform,’’ ‘‘perestroika’’ (restructuring) meant, at first, only the
changes in economic management. Later it would become the code word for
Gorbachev’s rule, yet its meaning eluded definition and systematization. Gor-
bachev’s domestic caution betrayed a lack of specific cures for the ailing Soviet
economy and society. Just as Franklin Delano Roosevelt did with his New Deal,
Gorbachev wanted to improve the existing system; yet he had no idea how to
achieve this. He knew, however, that the goal was to save socialism from stagna-
tion and imminent crisis. In his memoirs, Gorbachev writes almost apologet-
ically about his first steps: ‘‘One could not, naturally, liberate one’s conscious-
ness at once from previous blinkers and chains.’’ It took Gorbachev two years to
‘‘free his mind’’ and prepare himself for the necessary radical reforms.

Gorbachev’s domestic policies during his first two years in power rarely di-
verged from the blueprints designed during Andropov’s brief reign. The new
general secretary believed that removing Brezhnev’s corrupt cronies and ine≈-
cient bureaucrats would make the Soviet system run well. The Kremlin’s special
investigators and the kgb moved against the powerful corrupt networks in the
central Soviet bureaucracies, as well as in the regional nomenklaturas of East
Ukraine, South Russia, Kazakhstan, and Central Asia. Ligachev, with Gorba-
chev’s approval, removed and reshu√led hundreds of regional party secretaries.
Gorbachev also did not want to depart from the centralized planned economy.
Years later, he explained that he had first wanted to use the existing state and
party mechanisms for industrial modernization and only after that was accom-
plished, in the early 1990s, ‘‘prepare the conditions for a radical economic re-
form.’’ The program of conservative modernization consisted of two parts. First,
it stipulated almost doubling investment in heavy industry, largely through deficit
financing. Under the wishful slogan of ‘‘acceleration,’’ the Politburo planned to
increase industrial production by over 20 percent in fifteen years. In a bizarre
relapse into Khrushchev’s ‘‘harebrained schemes’’ of the late 1950s, the Kremlin
leaders even discussed how to catch up with the United States in industrial
production.∑∏ Second, it envisioned administrative measures to fight corruption
and laxity and to improve work discipline. The hallmark of the course was the
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national anti-alcoholism campaign. Gorbachev, along with other Andropov re-
cruits, had an illusion that a sharp reduction in alcohol retail sales would save
Russians from compulsive drinking, their worst social problem. In reality, these
initiatives achieved none of the goals they set and produced a huge financial black
hole that would come to haunt the Soviet Union and Gorbachev in the next two to
three years.∑π

In contrast to his domestic policies, Gorbachev’s foreign policy became an
arena for early innovations. Despite the international tensions from 1981 to 1983,
the Politburo and the majority in Soviet bureaucracies did not want another
uncontrolled confrontation with the West. They hoped it would be possible to
return to détente. It also began to dawn on some o≈cials and experts in the Gen-
eral Sta√, the Ministry of Foreign A√airs, the kgb, and the Military-Industrial
Commission that Soviet behavior had inadvertently contributed to the demise of
détente. The decisions to deploy the ss-20 medium-range missiles in Central
Europe and to invade Afghanistan fell under increasing scrutiny. There was
strong bureaucratic momentum to resume the abrogated talks with the United
States and nato. Even before Chernenko’s death in January 1985, Andrei Gro-
myko met with Secretary of State George Schulz and agreed on the framework for
U.S.-Soviet arms talks. In April 1985, the Politburo halted deployment of ss-20
missiles.∑∫

For personal and political reasons, Gorbachev was eager to achieve an early
success in foreign a√airs. In his memoirs, he recalls that very early on he had
decided on ‘‘the need for serious changes in foreign policy.’’ He explains the
main reason: ‘‘Reforms in economic life and political system’’ were impossible
without an ‘‘advantageous international environment.’’∑Ω The general secretary
delegated domestic policies to Yegor Ligachev and Nikolai Ryzhkov and quickly
moved to assert his supremacy in foreign a√airs. His first step was to diminish
Gromyko’s role in this sphere. Rather than turning to Gromyko’s deputies,
Kornienko and Dobrynin, Gorbachev asked Georgia’s party secretary, Eduard
Shevardnadze, to serve as foreign minister. Shevardnadze knew nothing about
foreign a√airs but had enjoyed Gorbachev’s trust since the 1970s. By 1987, Gor-
bachev and Shevardnadze, helped by a handful of loyal assistants, were monopo-
lizing the making of foreign policy.∏≠

It was in foreign policy discussions that Gorbachev first mentioned the need
for ‘‘novoe myshlenie’’ (new thinking). Like ‘‘perestroika,’’ it was a euphemism
with an extremely broad interpretative range. Most of Gorbachev’s colleagues
and the party elites, who had become cynical during the decades of vacuous
ideological campaigns, assumed it was mere rhetoric, at best an attractive propa-
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ganda slogan.∏∞ They were wrong. The general secretary regarded foreign policy
not just as a tool to win breathing space for domestic reforms but as a vehicle for
change. He wanted to open the Soviet Union to the outside world and thus
overcome Stalin’s legacy of xenophobia and isolation. The old ideological dog-
mas had to be questioned and, if need be, dismantled. Soon the ‘‘new thinking’’
became a synonym for a fundamental ideological reassessment.

At first, Gorbachev’s ‘‘new thinking’’ was the product of voracious reading,
including books by Western socialist politicians and thinkers, which had been
translated and published in limited editions for the party leadership. He also
enjoyed frank discussions with trusted subordinates at private gatherings. His
inner circle for such discussions included his wife, Raisa, Alexander Yakovlev,
Valery Boldin, Yevgeni Primakov, and Eduard Shevardnadze. Raisa was the crucial
participant of this private circle. By contrast to other Politburo spouses, who
accepted the roles of housewives and had no ambitions, Raisa was a self-styled
‘‘woman of the sixties.’’ A graduate of Moscow State University of 1955 vintage
like Gorbachev, she was trained as a sociologist, had a perfectionist’s passion for
detail and systematization, and actively participated in cultural and intellectual
events. When Gorbachev joined the Party Secretariat in 1978 and the couple
moved from Stavropol to Moscow, Raisa ‘‘immediately plunged into the world of
academic discussions, symposia, and conferences.’’ She also plugged into the
network of the graduates of Moscow State University and the Institute of Philoso-
phy she had known since the period from 1950 to 1955. Every night, often after
the Politburo sessions and other important meetings, Gorbachev took his wife
out for a walk, on which they discussed the day’s events and often came up with
new ideas. ‘‘He was unable to make decisions without her advice,’’ a senior Soviet
o≈cial later told Jack Matlock.∏≤

Yakovlev was another key participant in the inner group and its most intellec-
tually ambitious member. He had had an early career as a party ideologist, was an
exchange student at Columbia University in 1958, and later became the acting
head of the Central Committee Department of Ideology and Propaganda. He
organized, among others, virulent anti-American campaigns in the media. At the
same time, he resisted the growing neo-Stalinist and conservative nationalist
trend among the apparatchiks. As the result of a bureaucratic intrigue in 1971,
Yakovlev was demoted and sent to Canada as ambassador. There, in external
‘‘exile,’’ he secretly refashioned himself as a reform-minded social democrat. At
the end of 1985, he proposed to Gorbachev far-reaching political reforms, aim-
ing at the abolishment of the one-party system. Ultimately, as he recalled, the
arguments revolved around the need to reject the Leninist-Stalinist precept of a
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class-divided world, to grasp ‘‘the fact that we live in an interdependent, contra-
dictory, but ultimately integral world.’’ The general secretary was not yet ready for
radical steps, but he listened to Yakovlev attentively.∏≥

Gorbachev acquired an immediate and ardent following among the small
group of ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks, those who had started their careers in the
1950s and early 1960s and who called themselves ‘‘the children of the Twentieth
Party Congress.’’ This vibrant group consisted of people who had worked in
Andropov’s and Brezhnev’s close circle as speechwriters, the directors of aca-
demic think tanks, and the international relations experts from the International
Department of the Central Committee.∏∂ Some had worked as Brezhnev’s speech-
writers and ‘‘enlightened’’ advisers. But these well-informed people had grown
disillusioned and cynical during the late Brezhnev years. They were sick of stag-
nation and corruption and still hoped to resume the policies of de-Stalinization
and the cultural Thaw abrogated in the late 1960s. They also had been among the
earliest and most consistent supporters of détente with the West. The head of the
Institute of U.S. and Canada Studies, Georgy Arbatov, immediately sent Gor-
bachev a list of innovative proposals aimed at breaking Soviet international isola-
tion: immediate withdrawal from Afghanistan; unilateral reductions of Soviet
forces in Europe and on the border with China; and even a return to Japan of the
Kurile Islands annexed in 1945.∏∑

Gorbachev, skeptical of the academician’s quick fixes, dispatched the memos
to the archive. At the same time, in January 1986, he invited another ‘‘enlight-
ened’’ apparatchik and talented speechwriter, Anatoly Chernyaev, to become a
personal foreign policy assistant. Chernyaev shared all the ideas proposed by
Arbatov and also was in favor of free emigration and the release of political
prisoners. In October 1985, the general secretary granted the intellectual elites
the long-lost privilege of meeting with foreigners without asking for permission.
It was a momentous break with the xenophobic regime that had been in place
since it was established by Stalin in the 1930s.∏∏ The general secretary already
began to position himself as an ‘‘enlightened’’ ruler surrounded by intellectuals
and freethinkers.

The rejection of the Stalinist bipolar worldview became the heart of Gor-
bachev’s ‘‘new thinking.’’ The logical conclusion from this would be the renun-
ciation of global power games and recognition that the security of the Soviet
Union was inseparable from, and in part compatible with, the security interests
of other countries, including the United States. Gorbachev felt that curbing the
nuclear arms race was especially urgent. He felt uneasy about military power,
especially nuclear arms. The roots of this attitude went back to his formative
experience. Gorbachev’s birthplace, the land of the Kuban Cossacks, had suf-
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fered terribly from revolutionary violence, fratricidal civil war, and Stalin’s collec-
tivization. Then the Nazi invasion came. Gorbachev belonged, in his own words,
to the generation of war children. ‘‘The war touched us with its flame and made
an impact on our characters and our entire worldview.’’∏π As a graduate of Mos-
cow State University’s Law Department, he was exempted from military service
and exposed to views that clashed with o≈cial militarist propaganda.

In contrast to Stalin, Khrushchev, and Brezhnev, who supervised the military-
industrial complex and understood the nuts and bolts of Soviet military power,
Gorbachev came into contact with nuclear issues only when he became the
general secretary of the cpsu.∏∫ According to the tradition established by Stalin
and Khrushchev, the leader of the party was also the head of the Defense Council.
Oleg Baklanov, who was the head of the Soviet atomic and missile complexes,
later recalled that as late as 1987 Gorbachev demonstrated a lack of interest in or
knowledge of missile technology.∏Ω In an interview with a Russian nuclear physi-
cist, Gorbachev admitted a moral revulsion when he realized his personal re-
sponsibility for the accumulation and possible use of nuclear weapons. He also
admitted that he was familiar with the report on ‘‘nuclear winter,’’ which pre-
dicted that the fallout from a massive use of nuclear weapons would destroy life
on the planet. When Gorbachev participated in a secret strategic game simulating
the Soviet response to a nuclear attack, he was asked to give a command for the
retaliation strike. He allegedly refused to press the nuclear button, ‘‘even for
training purposes.’’π≠

Gorbachev and the ‘‘new thinkers’’ faced the enormous reality of the U.S.-
Soviet confrontation, both inside the Soviet apparatus and across the ocean.
Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, cia director William Casey, and White
House sta√ were determined to win in a crusade against Soviet Communism.π∞

Reagan was impatient to meet with the new Soviet leader and, with the help
of Shultz and McFarlane’s National Security Council sta√, prepared himself
for negotiations. Unfortunately, Gorbachev and his immediate entourage knew
nothing of Reagan’s good intentions.π≤

Reagan’s rhetoric on the third world irritated ‘‘new thinkers.’’ Washington
insisted on unilateral Soviet military withdrawal from Afghanistan, Angola, Ethi-
opia, and other troubled areas, while blocking any discussion of American inter-
ference in Central America. The Soviets also assumed, quite correctly, that se-
nior members of the Reagan administration wanted to ‘‘bleed’’ Soviet troops in
Afghanistan rather than facilitate their withdrawal. Therefore, Gorbachev was
determined to avoid any international actions that could be interpreted as Soviet
retreat or concession. Despite the numerous letters from soldiers’ mothers and
the appeals of his intellectual advisers, the Soviet leader decided against immedi-
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ate withdrawal of Soviet troops from Afghanistan. He jotted down on his work-
ing pad in the spring of 1985: ‘‘The conflict should be resolved in stages.’’ He also
wrote: ‘‘One thing is crucial: complete surrender of positions is unacceptable.’’
In 1985 and 1986, the Soviet armed forces greatly intensified military operations
against the Islamic fundamentalists; the inept Karmal was replaced with a stron-
ger figure, the head of the Afghan security services, Muhammad Najibullah. The
delay of Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, along with the misguided anti-
alcoholism campaign and the absence of economic reforms, caused problems
for Gorbachev’s administration later on.π≥

The arena in which Gorbachev moved with the greatest speed was arms con-
trol. By the summer of 1985 he was corresponding with Ronald Reagan on how
to reduce the threat of nuclear war and curb the nuclear arms race. Gorbachev
dropped the condition, imposed since 1977, that any meeting between the super-
power leaders must be linked to the signing of significant agreements. Most of
Reagan’s advisers were against the idea of a summit with the young and energetic
Soviet leader, but the president had waited since 1983 for a personal and frank
exchange of opinions, and he agreed to meet Gorbachev in Geneva in November
1985. In preparation for this first summit, the leaders restored the diplomatic
back channel between Washington and Moscow and conducted a high-volume
correspondence through it. Rejecting Reagan’s broader framework for talks on
Afghanistan and human rights, Gorbachev suggested focusing on the reduction
of nuclear weapons. He warned Reagan that the Soviet Union would not tolerate
the sdi program. Although the sdi did not present an immediate danger to
Soviet security interests, it could eventually open a new, dangerous, and costly
round of the U.S.-Soviet arms race. ‘‘The program of ‘star wars [sdi],’ ’’ he
opined, ‘‘already seriously undermines stability. We urgently advise you to wind
down this sharply destabilizing and dangerous program.’’ On the eve of the
Geneva summit, Gorbachev wrote to Reagan that ‘‘aversion of nuclear war, re-
moval of military threat is our mutual and dominant interest.’’ He pushed the
American president to agree to the ‘‘non-militarization of space.’’ In support of
Gorbachev’s rhetoric, in August 1985 the Soviet Union announced unilaterally a
moratorium on nuclear tests.π∂

Gorbachev’s foreign policy agenda still looked strikingly similar to Brezh-
nev’s agenda from the early 1970s. The pre-summit instructions approved by the
Politburo also reflected it; they reiterated the détente clichés, while rea≈rming
Soviet geopolitical ambitions in the third world. The experts who drafted the pre-
summit instructions for the Politburo correctly predicted that there would be no
agreement on the third world conflicts. Also, they warned, ‘‘Reagan certainly
would not agree to ban sdi.’’π∑
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Soviet diplomats and the military carefully watched Gorbachev’s performance
in Geneva and were satisfied. The Soviet leader used his charm but was a tough
negotiator. As expected, the leaders agreed on only one thing—‘‘a nuclear war
could not be won and must never be fought.’’ It was a common opinion in
Moscow that one could hardly achieve more with the current U.S. administration.
Before the Politburo and party elites, Gorbachev criticized Reagan’s ‘‘crude prim-
itivism, caveman views and intellectual impotence.’’ He continued to believe
that the American president was a pawn of the military-industrial complex and
pledged to strengthen Soviet defenses. Privately, however, the general secretary
was shocked to find that Reagan genuinely believed in what he said. And he was
‘‘almost embarrassed’’ by his failure to convince Reagan to abandon sdi. The
Soviet leader tried to guess Reagan’s motives and failed to understand them. He
recalls musing after the summit: Was this military program a fantasy, a means of
pressing the ussr into diplomatic concessions? Or was it an ‘‘awkward attempt
to lull us into complacency,’’ while preparing the first strike?π∏

In the aftermath of Geneva, the Soviet leader feverishly searched for new ideas
and approaches that could help break the vicious circle of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry.
Unlike Brezhnev, who under similar circumstances waited for American initia-
tives, Gorbachev decided to go on a ‘‘peace o√ensive’’ and engage the U.S.
president on the issue of nuclear disarmament. On New Year’s Eve 1985, he met
with Soviet arms negotiators and demanded fresh ideas and approaches. On the
basis of their ideas and proposals, Gorbachev announced a plan of general and
complete nuclear disarmament by the year 2000. Dismissed by the Reagan ad-
ministration as a propaganda ploy, this plan reflected the profound allegiance of
Gorbachev to the idea of nuclear disarmament. The sweeping and quasi-utopian
nature of the initiative revealed again Gorbachev’s optimistic nature and belief in
big ideas. Anatoly Chernyaev recalls that Gorbachev and his entourage came to
believe that ‘‘one can remove a war threat by focusing only on the issue of
disarmament.’’ππ

Gorbachev used these conversations to prepare for the Party Congress to be
held in February and March 1986, a ceremonial, but nevertheless vital moment in
domestic politics. He retreated to a Black Sea resort where, together with Yakov-
lev and Boldin, he studied the proposals from academic think tanks and dis-
cussed the draft of the political report to the Party Congress. His predecessors
could never square the circle between their desire for détente and their bipolar
ideological vision of the world. Gorbachev replaced the formula of the ‘‘two
camps,’’ socialist and imperialist, with the idea of the world’s integrity and
interdependence. This theoretical innovation, he recalled later, ‘‘had a huge im-
pact on our own policy and the policy of the rest of the world.’’ The draft stated
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that ‘‘the policy of total, military confrontation has no future,’’ and that the ‘‘arms
race, as well as a nuclear war, cannot be won,’’ and that ‘‘the task of build-
ing security appears as a political task, and it can be resolved only by political
means.’’π∫ This episode reveals Gorbachev’s strong inclination toward new and
broad theoretical concepts, rather than the nuts and bolts of foreign policy.

When Gorbachev presented his draft for his colleagues’ discussion, many of
them insisted on adding to it the old ideological postulates. A veteran head of
the Central Committee’s International Department, Boris Ponomarev, privately
grumbled: ‘‘What is this ‘new thinking’ about? Let the Americans change their
thinking instead. What are you trying to do to our foreign policy? Are you against
force, which is the only language that imperialism understands?’’πΩ The final
version of Gorbachev’s report was a compromise between new ideas and the old
language of ‘‘proletarian internationalism.’’ Still, as Robert English concludes,
the report removed the ideological tenet that peaceful coexistence is another
form of class struggle, and that nuclear war, if it occurs, would lead to social-
ism’s triumph. Stalin’s doctrine of ‘‘two camps,’’ an integral part of the Soviet
revolutionary-imperial paradigm since 1947, was no more.∫≠

The intellectual component of the Soviet national security establishment, par-
ticularly consultants and the leaders of think tanks, regarded the disarmament
initiative and Gorbachev’s Congress report as a turning point. Raymond Garth-
o√, a long-time observer of the Soviets, happened to be in Moscow at the time
and was surprised when his old contacts admitted that U.S. security interests
were legitimate and could be, in principle, reconciled with Soviet interests.∫∞

Immediately after the Party Congress, the general secretary warned his inner
circle of advisers not to regard Soviet initiatives merely as a means to score
propaganda points. ‘‘We really seek détente and disarmament. Dishonest game is
no longer possible today. It is impossible to cheat anybody anyway.’’ In the same
conversation, Gorbachev stressed that the ‘‘new thinking’’ made it imperative for
the Soviet Union to recognize U.S. national interests and seek a compromise with
the other superpower and its allies.∫≤

Washington, however, did not trust Soviet words. The Reagan administration
wanted to see signs of real change in Soviet behavior in Afghanistan and on
human rights, the most important criteria for the president’s assessment of
Soviet intentions. The Americans ignored the Soviet nuclear moratorium and
announced a big series of nuclear tests. The cia continued to escalate the war
against the Soviet Union in Afghanistan and waged intelligence warfare against
the kgb. In March 1986, two American warships carried out a highly provocative
maneuver in Soviet territorial waters six miles o√ the coast of the Crimea, where
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Gorbachev was vacationing at the time. Operations of the same nature were
carried out o√ the coast of Libya, an ally of the ussr, leading to a confrontation
and U.S. air strikes on this country.∫≥ Above all, many in Reagan’s entourage
regarded sdi as a stone that could kill three or more birds: it could provide a
moral basis for the costly military buildup, boost the domestic economy, and
scare the Soviets into retreat on all fronts.∫∂

Gorbachev reacted harshly. He ordered his speechwriters to ‘‘give the US a
substantial kick in the shin.’’ Before the Politburo he was rude: ‘‘We cannot cook
anything with this gang.’’ For a moment he even mentioned again freezing high-
level contacts with the U.S. administration.∫∑ A closer study of Soviet internal
discussions, however, reveals that Gorbachev’s harsh rhetoric was just that: rhet-
oric. He rejected the tit-for-tat approach and continued to insist on rapproche-
ment with the United States and the rest of the world. ‘‘We are in a diplomatic
o√ensive, because we have been proposing realistic approaches to the world, and
acknowledge US interests, but not their hegemonic demands.’’ A month earlier,
he had said to his advisers that even if the Americans and the Western Europeans
continued to waltz around the issue of disarmament, the Soviet Union should
move ahead and continue ‘‘the Geneva process’’ in its own interests.∫∏ Thus,
concepts of ‘‘new thinking’’ motivated Gorbachev to build détente, indepen-
dently or even against the wishes of the American side. It is also noteworthy that
Gorbachev saw his new multilateralist worldview as ‘‘realistic.’’

The Soviet leader, however, could not get sdi o√ his mind.∫π Gorbachev spent
considerable time inspecting research and development laboratories and discuss-
ing possible ‘‘countermeasures’’ to sdi with leading scientists. At Gorbachev’s
request, new head of the Council of Ministers Nikolai Ryzhkov reviewed the three-
year-old conclusions of the expert commission chaired by Evgeny Velikhov in
order to find an ‘‘asymmetrical response’’ to sdi. Soviet experts concluded that
such a response would cost ten times less than a full-scale program.∫∫ Did the
general secretary recognize the contradiction between his new vision of security
and his obsession with Reagan’s ‘‘star wars’’? Sometimes he came close to that. In
late March 1986, Gorbachev began to think aloud in his narrow circle of advisers
about ‘‘the dangerous program’’ of sdi: ‘‘Maybe we should just stop being afraid
of the sdi! [The Reagan administration] indeed expects that the ussr is afraid of
sdi in the moral, economic, political, and military sense. That is why they are
putting pressure on us—to exhaust us. But for us this is a problem not of fear, but
of responsibility, because the consequences would be unpredictable.’’∫Ω

Gorbachev needed more help in overcoming his inner contradictory assump-
tions. Two dramatic events provided this help.
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chernobyl and reykjavik

On April 26, 1986, at 1:30 a.m., a huge explosion destroyed the fourth block of the
Chernobyl nuclear reactor. The explosion caused the second-worst manmade
nuclear catastrophe, after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. This sudden
disaster in Ukraine created a radically new perspective on security a√airs for
Gorbachev and the entire Soviet leadership. At first, a majority of the Soviet
leadership and the Soviet military-industrial complex instinctively chose to down-
play and cover up the incident, in essence blu≈ng in the face of the whole world,
as it had following the kal-007 tragedy. Just as then, the blu√ was called, and the
international uproar over the nuclear fallout, resulting from the accident, pene-
trated through radio broadcasting to Soviet society. Panic spread in waves, and
from Ukraine it soon reached Moscow. Soviet authorities, after days of delay,
evacuated 100,000 people from the irradiated area. A decade later, it became
known that the radiation spread after the Chernobyl accident killed 8,000 men
and women. It a√ected the health and well-being of 435,000 people, and the list is
not yet finished.Ω≠

The Chernobyl catastrophe consumed the Politburo’s energies for three
months. It shattered ossified bureaucratic structures and the old militarized
mentality to the core.Ω∞ Gorbachev was humiliated by the international scandal and
indignant at the rigidity of bureaucratic structures, and he chose to scapegoat the
military-industrial complex. The most secret and impenetrable part of the Soviet
system, its nuclear program, became the object of blistering criticism, its heroic
and romantic image tarnished beyond repair. Military scientists and the military
command were shaken, too. It was the first time that the Soviet armed forces
participated in a rescue and decontamination operation on such a large scale. To
the head of the General Sta√, Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, Chernobyl was remi-
niscent of the Great Patriotic War. But, instead of lessons of vigilance and military
buildup, the catastrophe revealed that the military doctrine of ‘‘victory’’ in nuclear
war was a hollow hulk. And it dawned on the military command what a disaster it
would be to have even limited nuclear warfare in a Europe studded with atomic
reactors. Akhromeyev recalled that after Chernobyl ‘‘a nuclear danger for our
people ceased to be abstraction. It became a palpable reality.’’Ω≤

Chernobyl’s e√ect on the Soviet political leadership was greater than any other
single event since the Cuban missile crisis. ‘‘We learned what nuclear war can
be,’’ Gorbachev said to the Politburo. Certainly, the catastrophe was much more
responsible for the drastic changes in Soviet o≈cial mentality than the previous
years of American pressure and military buildup. The catastrophe demanded the
end of xenophobia and obsessive secrecy and a reappraisal of security policies in
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the nuclear age. Within a year after this accident, Soviet foreign policy, positions
on nuclear arms control, the approach to negotiations with the United States, and
military doctrine would drastically change. Chernobyl also forced the Politburo
to introduce glasnost, the practice of public discussion of contentious issues
that the country had not known since the 1920s. Several weeks after the disas-
ter, Gorbachev said to his colleagues: ‘‘Our work is now transparent to the
whole people, to the whole world. There are no interests that could force us to hide
the truth.’’Ω≥

Gorbachev suggested to his Politburo colleagues that the Soviet Union should
come up with better and bolder disarmament initiatives to stop the arms race. In
late May 1986, the general secretary made an unprecedented appearance in the
Foreign Ministry and addressed a large group of diplomats. The Reagan admin-
istration, Gorbachev told them, was trying to box in the Soviet Union in an
exhausting arms race. ‘‘Soviet foreign policy,’’ he concluded, ‘‘must alleviate the
burden’’ of military expenditures, must ‘‘do anything in its capabilities to loosen
the vise of defense expenditures.’’ Diplomats were told to get rid of the mentality
of bureaucrats without individual voice and initiative, the mentality that had
prevailed during the tenures of Molotov and Gromyko. Gorbachev criticized the
old Soviet diplomacy for ‘‘senseless stubbornness.’’ Instead of digging Cold War
trenches and waiting for a more conciliatory leadership in Washington, Soviet
diplomacy had to engage the Reagan administration, envelop it with peace initia-
tives, and influence it via its own Western European allies.Ω∂

The first tangible result of the post-Chernobyl foreign policy was a break-
through on conventional arms control and verification in Stockholm. These talks
had lasted for years, as the Soviet side refused to accept on-site inspections
proposed by the Americans. The General Sta√ was horrified at the prospect of
nato inspections, which might reveal the many Potemkin villages in the armed
forces. At the Politburo, Akhromeyev challenged the top Soviet negotiator in
Stockholm, casting doubt on his ‘‘Soviet patriotism.’’ After Chernobyl, however,
secrecy no longer won the day. Instead, at Politburo instructions, Akhromeyev
himself had to go to Stockholm to announce Soviet acceptance of on-site inspec-
tions. The marshal, deeply shaken by Chernobyl, obeyed and after a few weeks
the treaty was signed.Ω∑

By that time, the general secretary had undertaken a private study of inter-
national relations that included the works of the Palme Commission and Western
social democrats on disarmament and ‘‘common security.’’ He also read the
Russell-Einstein Manifesto of 1955 and the works of the Pugwash Movement of
scientists against nuclear war.Ω∏ Armed with new ideas, Gorbachev next appealed
to the socialist-leaning U.S. allies, arguing for a new security philosophy. Presi-
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dent of France François Mitterrand, Prime Minister of Spain Felipe Gonzalez, and
Prime Minister of Canada Pierre Elliot Trudeau expressed sympathies with the
‘‘new thinking’’ and were very critical of the U.S. leadership. At a meeting with
the French president in July 1986, the Soviet leader attacked Reagan and ‘‘the
forces and groupings that brought him to power’’ for promoting sdi and failing
to understand the new security needs of humanity. Mitterrand admitted that ‘‘the
military-industrial complex might be applying strong pressure on the US admin-
istration.’’ At the same time, he added, ‘‘one should keep in mind that Reagan,
for all the influence of his own milieu, is not without common sense and intu-
ition.’’ He appealed to Gorbachev not to view the political situation in the United
States as something set in stone: ‘‘The situation may change.’’ He also catered to
Gorbachev’s genuine security concerns, posing as a middleman between the
Soviet Union and the Americans.Ωπ

British conservative prime minister Margaret Thatcher played the role of an
informal ambassador between Gorbachev and Reagan. There was a remarkable
personal a≈nity between Thatcher and Gorbachev, despite the ideological chasm
that separated them. From the start, Thatcher fully grasped the double-sided idea
of reform and disarmament promoted by Gorbachev but categorically rejected
the idea of a nuclear-free world as a dangerous romantic utopia. In retrospect,
Thatcher was right, as the process of disarmament followed her vision more
closely. But, as Chernyaev commented, ‘‘if Gorbachev had not been so pushy, and
so implacable in his desire to prove to all that nuclear weapons are an absolute
evil and one cannot build world politics on it, then the process [of détente] would
never have begun at all.’’Ω∫

Another informal middleman between the Kremlin and the White House was
retired U.S. president Richard Nixon. Nixon still enjoyed a good standing among
Soviet leaders as the architect of détente in the 1970s. In July 1986, he told
Gorbachev: ‘‘You are right—there are people in the [Reagan] administration that
do not want agreements with the Soviet Union. It seems to them that if they can
isolate the Soviet Union diplomatically, apply economic pressure on it, achieve
military superiority then the Soviet order would collapse. Of course, this is not
going to happen. During many years Reagan, as you know, was considered a part
of the grouping that shared these views. However, today he is not one of them. I
learned from conversations with him that the meeting with you had a slow, but
undeniable impact on the evolution of his thoughts.’’ΩΩ

These conversations made Gorbachev more impatient to put his ‘‘new think-
ing’’ to work. Another impulse came from bad economic and financial news.
Perestroika was not going well; slogans of domestic reforms contrasted sharply
with a sluggish economy and continued social stagnation. One month after the
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accident, the cost of Chernobyl had already come to three billion rubles. The
unforeseen expenses a√ected Politburo discussions of the financial burden that
the continuation of the strategic arms race with the West would entail. Perhaps
for the first time since the debates during the Polish crisis, it became poignantly
clear that the Soviet Union was seriously overcommitted financially. In July 1986,
Gorbachev admitted that the Soviet budget had lost nine billion rubles, due to the
rapid drop in oil prices. The Soviets also expected a trade deficit. And the anti-
alcohol campaign had reduced state revenues by 15 billion rubles.∞≠≠ In domestic
a√airs, the general secretary, with the help of Ligachev in the Party Secretariat,
radically repopulated the bureaucratic and party cadres, hoping to rejuvenate the
Soviet party-administrative system.∞≠∞ But Gorbachev was not yet ready for drastic
measures, such as fixing prices and fighting hidden inflation. And he did not
know how to transform the socialist economy. He hoped to alleviate the eco-
nomic situation by reducing international tensions, thus obtaining the ‘‘peace
dividends’’—lower military expenditures and Western credits.

U.S.-Soviet relations were exacerbated by what amounted to a virtual espio-
nage war, and this war caused real casualties. In Moscow, the kgb obtained from
the cia’s Aldrich Ames complete information on American spies in the Soviet
Union. In 1986, with Gorbachev’s consent, they were arrested; some of them
were tried and sentenced to death. At the same time in the United States, long-
time Soviet moles in the fbi and the National Security Agency were found out
and arrested. The nasty warfare continued to escalate in late August, when the
fbi arrested a kgb agent, Gennady Zakharov, working under cover at the un
Secretariat. In retaliation, the kgb framed and arrested U.S. News and World Re-
port correspondent Nicholas Danilo√.∞≠≤ A new wave of anti-Soviet feelings in
the American mass media, vigorously promoted by the Reagan administration,
seemed to return U.S.-Soviet relations to the 1983 low.

Gorbachev was impatient for a dramatic breakthrough. In early September, in
the midst of the Zakharov-Danilo√ controversy, he wrote a letter to Reagan,
proposing that, instead of waiting for the next regular summit in Washington,
they have a quick one-on-one meeting, ‘‘let us say in Iceland or in London.’’ In an
attempt to separate Reagan from his right-wing entourage, Gorbachev suggested
‘‘a strictly confidential, private and frank discussion (possibly with only our
foreign ministers present).’’ The purpose of the meeting would be ‘‘to draft
agreements on two or three very specific questions,’’ to ensure they would be
ready for signing at the next summit.∞≠≥

Later, Margaret Thatcher and Reagan’s advisers claimed that Gorbachev had
lured Reagan into a trap. Indeed, Gorbachev was prepared not only to discuss
‘‘two or three very specific questions’’ but also to present a revolutionary agree-
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ment on nuclear arms reductions. But the Soviet leader was not trying to ambush
Reagan. As part of summit preparations, he instructed the General Sta√ to aban-
don the o√ensive strategy of reaching the English Channel in several days and to
work out a new military doctrine based on ‘‘strategic su≈ciency’’ and defensive
posture.∞≠∂ He also told the military that he would like to accept Reagan’s pro-
posal on elimination of all Soviet and U.S. medium-range missiles in Europe
(‘‘zero option’’). Finally, he suggested that the Soviet negotiating package include
acceptance of 50 percent cuts on the ‘‘heavy’’ icbms, the backbone of the Soviet
strategic arsenal.∞≠∑ As a result of all this, the meeting in Reykjavik, Iceland,
turned out to be the most dramatic diplomatic event in the concluding years of
the Cold War.

Soviet proposals were based on the ideas of ‘‘strategic su≈ciency,’’ which had
long circulated in Moscow’s academic institutes and among arms control nego-
tiators. These ideas held that it was not vital to maintain a numeric parity in
strategic armaments. Of course, nobody except Gorbachev dared to propose
these ideas openly, fearing cries of treason from the Ministry of Defense and the
General Sta√. Even Gorbachev had to explain his ‘‘new thinking’’ as a pragmatic
necessity. He argued at the Politburo in early October 1986 that the ussr could
not a√ord to react to the Reagan challenge in traditional tit-for-tat fashion: ‘‘We
will be pulled into an arms race that is beyond our capabilities, and we will lose it,
because we are at the limit of our capabilities. Moreover, we can expect that Japan
and the frg could very soon add their economic potential to the American one. If
the new round begins, the pressure on our economy will be unbelievable.’’∞≠∏

sdi again proved to be a stumbling bloc for Gorbachev’s ‘‘new thinking.’’
British political scientist Archie Brown believes that for Gorbachev at that mo-
ment sdi was not so much a security concern as an excuse to argue ‘‘for the kind
of policy innovation which would break the deadlock and end the vicious spiral of
arms race.’’∞≠π The evidence speaks to the contrary: Reagan’s program was indeed
a real concern for the Soviet leader. He still could not understand if Reagan’s
intentions were aggressive or not. As with the Geneva summit, Politburo instruc-
tions for the Reykjavik meeting were a compromise between Gorbachev’s new
ideological approaches and his traditional security fears. While the military lead-
ership would have done the same, it was Gorbachev who firmly linked any
agreement on cuts of strategic armaments to a single condition: Reagan had to
bury the idea of sdi and a≈rm American adherence to the 1972 abm treaty.
Speaking to a small group of ‘‘new thinkers’’ during the preparations for Reyk-
javik, Gorbachev argued that it was necessary to dislodge Reagan from his posi-
tion on sdi. ‘‘If it fails, then we will be able to say: This is what we were
ready for!’’∞≠∫
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The Reykjavik summit began with an amiable one-on-one conversation be-
tween the two leaders.∞≠Ω The president began by laying out the U.S. four-point
agenda, linking the progress in disarmament to changes in Soviet behavior in the
third world and observance of human rights at home. Gorbachev assured Reagan
that he would support ‘‘ultimate liquidation of nuclear weapons’’ on the princi-
ples of ‘‘equal security.’’ He also said he would go ‘‘as far on the matter of
verification as would be necessary’’ to remove U.S. doubts. At the same time, the
Soviet leader clearly linked a date for a Washington summit to the reaching of an
agreement on arms reductions—an echo of the similar Soviet linkage during the
Carter administration.∞∞≠

What went on between the two leaders seemed almost surreal to other partici-
pants, veterans of the decades of stando√. Reagan and Gorbachev seemed to have
resolved more disarmament issues than all their predecessors had done. In the
view of American experts, Gorbachev made more concessions than they had
received from the Soviet Union in twenty-five years. Secretary of State George
Schultz reacted to this curtly: ‘‘Fine, let him keep making them. His proposals are
the result of five years of pressure from us.’’∞∞∞ Other more ideologically driven
members of the administration were alarmed. Reagan saw an opportunity to
accomplish what he viewed as his mission—to prevent the nuclear Armageddon.
Without bothering to consult the Pentagon or American allies, he laid out on the
table, first, the idea of complete elimination of nuclear ballistic missiles by the
year 1996, and then the elimination of all nuclear weapons. Gorbachev agreed,
but insisted on excluding any plans to test components of missile defense in
space. Reagan, however, was convinced by his friend Caspar Weinberger that
Congress would ‘‘kill’’ sdi if it was limited to laboratories. He asked Gorbachev
for ‘‘a personal favor’’ to allow testing in space. A concession on sdi, he told the
general secretary, would have a ‘‘huge influence on our future relations.’’ Gor-
bachev, however, stuck to his guns: complete renunciation of sdi, including the
interim period of laboratory testing, or nothing.∞∞≤ The summit collapsed, and
the visibly shaken general secretary and the U.S. president had to face the conse-
quences of their failure at home. As is clear today, ten or more years of laboratory
testing would not have ‘‘killed’’ or ‘‘created’’ the antimissile shield, as Reagan
and Gorbachev feared. Gorbachev was not ready for elimination of all Soviet
nuclear weapons, not to mention Soviet ballistic missiles.∞∞≥

Gorbachev left for Moscow complaining that the Americans ‘‘did not aban-
don the quest for superiority’’ and just came to Reykjavik came to pocket his
concessions—essentially true as far as most of the U.S. delegation was con-
cerned. To the Politburo, Gorbachev said that Reagan ‘‘is unable to handle his
gang’’ and ‘‘appears to be a liar.’’∞∞∂ Just a few years later, however, the Soviet
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leader described the Reykjavik e√ect as an epiphany, similar to the shock of
Chernobyl. It may be that, again, traditional fears battled in the soul of the
general secretary with concepts of ‘‘new thinking.’’ Inwardly, he was surprised to
discover that Reagan’s belief in nuclear disarmament seemed to be genuine.
Other Soviet participants in the summit felt the same. Anatoly Dobrynin recalled
later that ‘‘Reagan’s vision of nuclear apocalypse and his deeply rooted but al-
most hidden conviction that nuclear weapons should ultimately be abolished,
would prove more powerful than his visceral anti-Communism.’’∞∞∑ The image of
Reagan as enemy in the Soviet foreign policy establishment shaped by the earlier
confrontation began to change, but this happened slowly, in fits and starts.

‘‘new thinking’’ and the looming crisis

The failure of the Reykjavik summit did not diminish Gorbachev’s appetite for
‘‘new thinking’’ in global a√airs. On the contrary, he soon went to Kyrgyzstan to
discuss the nuclear threat and political responses to it on a beautiful mountain
lake with the world’s intellectual elite: writers, sociologists, economists, ecolo-
gists, futurologists. Excited by the quality of the audience, Gorbachev spoke
publicly for the first time about the priority of ‘‘human interests over class inter-
ests.’’ Gorbachev’s theoretical innovations evoked puzzlement from Ligachev
and party propagandists. ‘‘A bomb exploded in the camp of orthodox thinkers!’’
rejoiced Gorbachev in his memoirs. By spring 1987, Gorbachev’s ideological
transformation made him feel alienated from his most loyal and e√ective sup-
porters, Ligachev and Ryzhkov. They could no longer see eye to eye with him
ideologically.∞∞∏ The post-Reykjavik months highlighted the first stage of dis-
agreement between Gorbachev and his Politburo colleagues, who had viewed his
‘‘new thinking’’ as mere rhetorical cover for a pragmatic policy of temporary
retreat and retrenchment of Soviet power. From changing people in key com-
mand positions to achieve economic ‘‘acceleration,’’ Gorbachev began to shift to
changing the guiding ideology of the Soviet Union.

The anti-Soviet ‘‘crusaders’’ in the Reagan administration meanwhile con-
tinued to complicate Gorbachev’s reformist plans. On December 1, the admin-
istration announced that the United States would not observe the limitations on
its strategic forces imposed by salt-2. The provocative behavior of the U.S.
leadership, for the second time after the second summit, presented the Politburo
with a choice: to give up on Reagan and wait for future opportunities or continue
the peace o√ensive with more vigor and strength. At the Politburo, Gromyko
could not help uttering a skeptical remark about Gorbachev’s fixation on disar-
mament: ‘‘If we destroy nuclear weapons that we had been building for twenty
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five years, what would then happen? Will we depend on good faith of the Ameri-
cans? Where is a guarantee that they will not surpass us in the space race? No,
further concessions will not get us American agreement. The United States will
not agree to an equal agreement.’’∞∞π

In addition to Gromyko, Ligachev and kgb chairman Viktor Chebrikov also
voiced concern about the Reagan administration’s ‘‘crusade’’ against the Soviet
Union. Gorbachev, however, was already determined to pursue his new policies
no matter what. He said that playing the tit-for-tat game with the Reagan admin-
istration would be ‘‘a nice present to these types who disrupt treaties and spit on
public opinion. They would say: the Soviets had just waited for such a moment.’’
The Politburo decided to exert pressure on the Reagan administration through
moderate members of the U.S. Congress, U.S. allies, and the American public.∞∞∫

Just about this time, the Soviet top brass were told to relinquish their longtime
goals of achieving superiority over the enemy and agree to deep unilateral cuts in
the Soviet strategic stockpile. Soon after Reykjavik, Sergei Akhromeyev presented
the draft of the new military doctrine at the Academy of the General Sta√, the elite
senior military school. The document stated the impossibility of victory in a
future war (since it would be nuclear) and proposed that the Soviet military
should no longer strive for parity with the Americans. The document threw the
military audience into a state of profound shock. There were mu√led cries of
treason.∞∞Ω These cries reached Gorbachev’s ears, and a sharp exchange took
place at the meeting on December 1 between Gorbachev and Marshal Akhrome-
yev, who had just resigned from the General Sta√ only to be appointed a military
assistant to the general secretary.

gorbachev: We have not made any real concessions. However, our
generals try to scare us, they are afraid to be left with nothing to do. I
know there is a lot of hissing in their midst—what kind of leadership is
this that is disarming the country?

vitaly vorotnikov (politburo member): People do think so!
gorbachev: Ogarkov is very upset. He demands more and more. At a time

when 25 million people here live below the o≈cially proclaimed minimal
living standard.

akhromeyev: Generals are good people. Yes, they are good party
members. However, if a general believes he cares about the country more
than the Politburo does, we should sort it out with him.

gorbachev: If we fail to struggle for peace, people will not support us.
And if we let down our defense, people will not support us either. They are
robust chauvinists.∞≤≠
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Gorbachev used his rhetorical skills to overcome the resistance from the
military and obtain what he wanted. On New Year’s Eve, acting as commander in
chief and head of the Defense Council, he approved the new military doctrine.
This was a momentous change—but it also marked the end of the initial enthusi-
asm that the military had felt about Gorbachev and his reformist course.

Gorbachev’s ‘‘new thinking’’ continued to evolve, even in the absence of any
signs of détente with the United States, in marked contrast to Brezhnev’s détente
politics. But a surprising consensus, at least in appearance, prevailed in the
Politburo. Nobody among the conservatives or the military was willing to chal-
lenge the general secretary. Even the General Sta√, for all its dismay at the new
disarmament proposals and military doctrine, never dared to oppose Gorba-
chev’s policies at the Politburo. Also, contrary to the impression that Gorbachev’s
memoirs may convey, the direction of his evolution was still unclear to conserva-
tive modernizers and ‘‘new thinkers’’ in the party, as well as to state elites. The
general secretary was ba√lingly inconsistent in his rhetoric and, in particular, in
his actions. He seemed to thrive on ambiguity and enjoyed the role of moderator,
listening with equal attention to the opposite opinions, mediating in discussions,
papering over rifts, and nipping confrontation in the bud. The most formidable
of the conservative strongholds, the kgb, still believed in early 1987 that Gor-
bachev was implementing Andropov’s program of controlled conservative mod-
ernization and imperial retrenchment. It did not occur to the kgb leadership that
Gorbachev intended to dismantle the entire regime of police repression that had
survived de-Stalinization and become entrenched during the Brezhnev-Andropov
years. Vladimir Kryuchkov, head of the kgb branch for foreign intelligence,
recalled that he had never doubted Gorbachev’s devotion to the Soviet system and
‘‘socialism’’ and was horrified later by the extent of his ‘‘betrayal.’’∞≤∞

Gorbachev was careful not to challenge the basics of o≈cial ideology openly.
On the contrary, his ideological vigor and frequent public pledges ‘‘to live up to
the potential of socialism’’ confused the sophisticated Moscow elites who had
long regarded Communist ideology to be a cadaver. His misguided economic
gambits and the anti-alcohol campaign indicated to many outside and inside the
Soviet Union that he just wanted to give new vigor to the old system. Yakovlev
complained privately that the Soviet leader remained a captive of ideological,
class-based mythology. ‘‘During the first three years of perestroika,’’ Chernyaev
admits, the Soviet leader ‘‘thought about improvement of the society in Marxist-
Leninist categories. Gorbachev was convinced that had Lenin lived ten years
longer, there would have been a fine socialism in the ussr.’’ The general secre-
tary worshipped the founder of Bolshevism; he kept Lenin’s works on his desk
and reread them in the search for clues and inspiration.∞≤≤
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Thus the time of open ideological and political divides over Gorbachev’s
course still lay ahead. On some foreign policy issues, the dividing line was not so
much ideological principles as the strategies of Soviet retrenchment. This re-
vealed itself most strikingly in Politburo discussions of the hopeless situation in
Afghanistan. Assisted by cia funds, the Pakistani regime of General Zia-ul Haq
armed and trained Islamic fundamentalists who waged unrelenting war against
the Soviet troops and the pro-Soviet Afghan regime. The Soviets could not defeat
the unconventional fundamentalist formations operating from Pakistani terri-
tory.∞≤≥ Gorbachev, along with the rest of the Politburo, was still against the
immediate withdrawal of troops. He argued that the Soviets should set up a
friendly moderate Islamic regime in Afghanistan and thus avoid a situation in
which the United States or the fundamentalist forces would control this country.
By 1987, it became clear that this was a chimerical idea, primarily due to the
alliance between the United States, Pakistan, and the fundamentalist Muslim
forces. Minister of Defense Sergei Sokolov, Marshal Akhromeyev, and the com-
mander of Soviet troops in Afghanistan, General Valentin Varennikov, advocated
immediate withdrawal of Soviet troops. Deputy Foreign Minister Georgy Korni-
enko supported them. Ironically, even Gromyko, the last living original propo-
nent of the invasion of Afghanistan, stood up for immediate withdrawal.∞≤∂

The two ranking members of the Politburo commission on Afghanistan,
Shevardnadze and the kgb’s Kryuchkov, however, insisted on continuing e√orts
to ‘‘save’’ Afghanistan, fearing a bloodbath in Kabul and damage to Soviet se-
curity interests in case of a fundamentalist victory. Back in 1986, the kgb had
promoted Najibullah as a better alternative to Babrak Karmal and now stuck with
its candidate. At that time, the leading advocate of the ‘‘new thinking,’’ Yakovlev,
had also supported the Afghanization of the war. Gorbachev, as the records and
memoirs reveal, supported their position and ignored the warnings of Akhrome-
yev and Kornienko. Later, Gorbachev and Yakovlev both claimed that it was the
relentless policy of the United States that prolonged the war in Afghanistan.∞≤∑

Gorbachev’s position on Afghanistan was not an isolated episode. In general,
he continued to support and maintain all traditional Soviet clients and friends in
the third world, including the anti-Israeli nationalistic Arab regimes, Vietnam,
Mengistu Haile Mariam’s regime in Ethiopia, Castro’s Cuba, and the Sandinistas
in Nicaragua.∞≤∏ The dynamics and motivation behind this costly policy demands
explanation. Did Gorbachev want to reform the Soviet Union while sustaining its
great power role and alliances around the world? Did he, as well as Shevard-
nadze, still adhere, through inertia, to the legacy of the revolutionary-imperial
paradigm in the third world?

Conservative modernizers in the Politburo, like hard-liners in the Reagan
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administration, assumed that it was so. But the general secretary was most likely
procrastinating, not quite ready to begin a unilateral dismantling of the Soviet
empire. It also appears that the third world issues never really interested Gor-
bachev, whose ‘‘new thinking’’ ideology made him focus on the integration of the
Soviet Union into the ‘‘first world’’—cooperation with the most advanced capital-
ist powers. In 1987, Gorbachev was already beginning to articulate his beliefs in
the global interdependence between Soviet socialism and democratic capitalism.
Just like Khrushchev in 1955–57, the Soviet leader began to combine peace
o√ensives and de-Stalinization, negotiations with the West and liberalization at
home. But Khrushchev had resumed domestic repression after the Hungarian
and Polish uprisings. Gorbachev wanted to go further than his reformist pre-
decessor and never turn back. He used the preparations for Reykjavik to demand
reassessment of Soviet policies on human rights, immigration, and persecution
of domestic political and religious dissidents. After the failure of the Reykjavik
summit, Gorbachev argued that it was vital to win back the sympathies of West-
ern European leaders, the educated elite, and the general public. Without pres-
sure from Western Europeans, it would be impossible to bring the Reagan ad-
ministration around to a more conciliatory position. In particular, Gorbachev
suggested at the Politburo that Andrei Sakharov, the most famous dissident in
the Soviet Union, should be allowed to return to Moscow from his exile in
Nizhniy Novgorod. In January 1987, the Soviets stopped jamming the BBC, the
Voice of America, and West Germany’s Deutsche Welle.∞≤π

By this time, the majority of Soviet o≈cials, even in the kgb, grudgingly
recognized that the persecutions of dissidents and religious groups presented a
major obstacle for negotiations with the United States. They remembered how
upset Reagan had been in 1983 by the Soviet refusal to allow a group of Pente-
costal Christians to immigrate to the United States. At the Politburo discussion,
kgb chairman Chebrikov proposed freeing one-third of political prisoners and
bringing the figure to one-half later. This proposal was of the same nature as
Andropov’s plot to use Jews and dissidents as a bargaining chip in the détente
negotiations during the 1970s. After 1986, the kgb began to reduce the number
of arrests for ‘‘political crimes’’ and intensified instead its so-called prophylactic
measures, that is, intimidation and blackmail of Soviet citizens who fell under
suspicion.∞≤∫

A major factor influencing Gorbachev and the Politburo at this time was the
ongoing economic slump and the looming deficit. The initial programs for
perestroika and improvement of the Soviet economy lay in ruins. Beginning in
1985, the ussr had to spend more hard currency than it was able to earn; this led
to the double burden of a trade deficit as well as foreign debt∞≤Ω—a dangerous
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situation that had saddled the economies of Eastern European countries since the
1970s. Also, in the first two months of 1987, industrial production, in disarray
from partial decentralization and other misguided experiments, plunged by 6
percent, with heavy and consumer industries su√ering most. There was an 80
billion rubles gap between state revenues and expenditures. Gorbachev in his
memoirs does not explain why the economic and financial situation had sharply
deteriorated since he had come to power.∞≥≠

Before fall 1986, rank-and-file Politburo members were not informed about
the true figures of military expenditures, foreign assistance, and other secret
budgetary items. The figures were shocking. In addition to the defense expenses
that swallowed up 40 percent of the Soviet budget, the Soviet Union supported
Central European allies and other numerous clients abroad. Politburo members
learned with amazement that the annual ‘‘cost’’ of Vietnam was 40 billion rubles.
Other clients were only marginally less expensive: Cuba cost 25 billion rubles,
Syria cost 6 billion, and so on. Since the 1950s, the Soviets had sent to Iraq, Libya,
and Syria great amounts of military equipment, including first-line tanks, air-
craft, and missiles, but had never received payment for this equipment.∞≥∞

The Soviet budget felt the burden of 67.7 billion rubles of the defense expendi-
tures (16.4 percent of the budget). But the budget sustained even greater losses
from the 1985 decision to invest an additional 200 billion rubles and hard cur-
rency into the modernization of the machine-building industries—a necessary
investment but one that could not give any return soon. Meanwhile, the revenue
from alcohol fell, and the last big source of revenue, the export of oil, continued
to diminish, as oil prices plummeted from longtime highs to $12 a barrel in April
1986 and continued to fall. By 1987, the Soviet state had no other means to
increase its revenues besides taxes and price increases. On October 30, 1986,
Gorbachev said that the financial crisis ‘‘has clutched us by the throat.’’ Yet he
refused to balance the budget by raising consumer prices and reducing the state
subsidies for food. Six months later, the Politburo learned that without price
reform these subsidies alone would reach 100 billion rubles by 1990. Neverthe-
less, despite numerous discussions, preparations, and drafts, the price reform
was never implemented. There were piecemeal measures, but all of them only
aggravated the financial malaise. The reasons for Gorbachev’s temporizing are
not clear. It is obvious that he and the rest of the Politburo lacked even basic
knowledge of macroeconomics. It is also possible that Gorbachev realized that
drastic rises in prices would create turmoil in the society and undermine his
domestic standing.∞≥≤

The bleak economic and financial situation made détente and Soviet retrench-
ment look like an urgent necessity even in the eyes of the Politburo’s conserva-
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tives. The Soviet Union simply could not a√ord further diplomatic gamesman-
ship. Gromyko was among those who urged the improvement of relations with
Western countries without delay. In February 1987, Gromyko and Ligachev be-
came vocal supporters of a ‘‘zero option’’ agreement with the United States to
eliminate all intermediate-range missiles.∞≥≥

In February 1987, Gorbachev was about to begin the third round of his peace
o√ensive against Ronald Reagan. In advance of their next summit in Wash-
ington, he came up with more asymmetrical cuts in the Soviet military arsenal.
During a meeting with Gorbachev late in the month, Italian prime minister
Giulio Andreotti praised the Soviet leader for ‘‘boldly’’ agreeing to dismantle the
intermediate-range missiles directed at Europe. Andreotti then encouraged Gor-
bachev ‘‘to take just another small step’’ and unilaterally cut Soviet short-range
missiles. This ‘‘courageous step’’ in his opinion would undercut U.S. plans to
deploy short-range missiles in Western Europe.∞≥∂ In their April meeting with
George Shultz, Gorbachev and Shevardnadze accepted Reagan’s ‘‘zero option’’
on intermediate ballistic missiles as the Politburo had decided. To everyone’s
surprise, Gorbachev and Shevardnadze told Schultz that the Soviet Union also
would pledge to cut its new short-range missiles, the ss-23 (‘‘Oka’’). This pro-
posal meant that the Soviet Union would dismantle many of its missiles that
specifically targeted Western European territories. This was a minor, but highly
significant, step past the boundaries of the pro-détente consensus outside the
Politburo.∞≥∑ The military was aghast. It grumbled about the hasty squandering of
Soviet strategic assets. As if to prove this point, Schultz pocketed Soviet conces-
sions and left for home without giving anything back. Akhromeyev, however, was
bound by his personal loyalty to Gorbachev. He, along with the rest of the
military, chose to blame Shevardnadze for selling out to the Americans.∞≥∏

Soon Gorbachev had a chance to reduce potential military resistance to his
policies. In May 1987, Matthias Rust, a young West German pilot, flew a sport
plane into the ussr from Finland and landed on Red Square. The bizarre ‘‘Rust
a√air’’ allowed Gorbachev to remove most of the old top brass, beginning with
the minister of defense, Marshal Sergei Sokolov. Rust, after spending several
months in the kgb Lubianka prison, quietly obtained amnesty. The Soviet leader
handpicked a new minister of defense, Dmitry Yazov, a veteran of World War II
and former head of the Far Eastern military district, who had little charisma or
authority among the top brass. Gorbachev began to advocate ‘‘transparency and
candor’’ on the issue of conventional arms in Europe, admitting a huge Soviet
superiority of 27,000 tanks and almost 3.5 million soldiers. Simultaneously, the
Soviet military began to implement the new military doctrine. The new doctrine
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of the Warsaw Pact, a carbon copy of the Soviet one, was adopted in July 1987.
William Odom believes that the new policy replaced the old vision of war in
Europe.∞≥π As a consequence, it also shook the ideological and psychological
foundations of the Soviet military presence in Central Europe.

Meanwhile, with tacit encouragement from Alexander Yakovlev (who was in
charge of media), as well as from Mikhail and Raisa Gorbachev, an informal
network of the ‘‘men and women of the sixties,’’ ‘‘enlightened’’ apparatchiks and
intellectuals, and those who had been devoted to de-Stalinization and democratic
change twenty years earlier began to grow and influence the public climate. Since
1986, these people had rapidly come to occupy strategic positions in the state-
controlled media. Yakovlev’s protégés would become the editors of some leading
periodicals, among them Sergei Zalygin in Novy Mir, Vitaly Korotich in Ogonek,
and Yegor Yakovlev in Moscow News. The ‘‘new thinkers’’ began publishing forbid-
den manuscripts, promoting anti-Stalinist films and novels, and criticizing the
Brezhnev era of stagnation.

In the summer of 1987, Gorbachev revealed his intentions to a narrow circle,
including Yakovlev and Chernyaev: he wanted to overhaul ‘‘the whole system—
from economy to mentality.’’ Chernyaev jubilantly recorded Gorbachev’s words:
‘‘I would go far, very far.’’∞≥∫ By that time, Gorbachev already had nothing to fear
from the conservative side, including the Politburo and the party nomenklatura.
On the contrary, among the new cohort of party o≈cials, people, among them
Boris Yeltsin, head of the Moscow party organization, were beginning to grumble
about Gorbachev’s slow pace of domestic reforms. In November 1987, in his
speech marking the seventieth anniversary of the Bolshevik Revolution, Gor-
bachev for the first time took up Khrushchev’s criticism of Stalin, saying that
there were still ‘‘blank pages’’ in Soviet history.∞≥Ω It was a turning point in
the interaction between foreign policy innovations and domestic developments.
From the early phase, with its emphasis on arms control and détente, Gorba-
chev moved on to the next phase in which he combined his peace o√ensive
with Khrushchev’s unfinished task of de-Stalinization. Chernyaev explains: ‘‘To
achieve a success in foreign policy, we had to depose myths and dogmas of the
confrontational ideology, and this had an impact—through mentality of the gen-
eral secretary and the reformist mass media—on the entire intellectual environ-
ment of the society.’’∞∂≠

The rapid ascendancy of this highly idealistic and reform-motivated ‘‘new
thinking’’ did not end Gorbachev’s ba√ling inconsistencies. On June 27, 1987, in
his conversation with Robert Mugabe, the prime minister of Zimbabwe, Gor-
bachev described Soviet foreign policy philosophy in the same terms as Khru-
shchev would have used thirty years earlier. He concluded that ‘‘an increasing
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pressure has to be brought to bear on [Western countries].’’ On October 23, 1987,
Gorbachev told Shultz that he would not come to Washington for a summit until
Reagan renounced the sdi program. Simply signing a treaty on the reduction of
intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF Treaty) would not be enough to justify the
summit. The Soviet leader asked his group of inner advisers, including Shevard-
nadze, Yakovlev, Akhromeyev, Chernyaev, and deputy foreign minister Alexander
Bessmertnykh, for advice. Some of them told him to wait until a new administra-
tion was in Washington and ready to deal with the sdi issue. Chernyaev, however,
urged Gorbachev not to back out of the summit.∞∂∞

Gorbachev’s vacillations and his obsession with sdi could only add to the
extreme skepticism about Soviet intentions within the Reagan administration and
among neoconservatives in Washington. But the phenomenon of ‘‘new thinking’’
was not a public relations trick. Gorbachev moved on to ideas of radically trans-
forming Soviet ideology and the political and economic systems and truly open-
ing the Soviet Union to the world. Being realistic dictated caution, prudence, and
a careful strategy, but Gorbachev was impatient. His radical reformism was driven
by the deterioration of the Soviet economy and the financial crisis. But even more
it was driven by romantic notions about international a√airs and by his reformist
abilities. Only a few in the Soviet leadership and political classes followed Gor-
bachev with reformist zeal and enthusiasm. The rest watched with tacit approval
as Gorbachev’s new foreign policy elevated Soviet international status to unprece-
dented heights and achieved substantial results in reducing Cold War tensions.

Soon, however, this approval was replaced by concern and dismay. The con-
servatives, the modernizers, and the military realized that the Soviet Union could
ill a√ord its commitments in Central Europe, Afghanistan, and all over the
world.∞∂≤ And they advocated cautious retrenchment to postpone the crumbling
of the Soviet sphere of influence. In contrast, Gorbachev and the ‘‘new thinkers’’
began to proclaim a policy of noninterference in Central Europe. Soon they
would be leaving Soviet allies completely to their own devices. Still, the Politburo
majority, the kgb, and the military did not imagine that Gorbachev would be
prepared to bring the Cold War to an end, at the cost of destruction of the Soviet
external empire in Central Europe and fatal instability in the Soviet Union itself.
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( CHAPTER 10 )

GORBACHEV AND THE

END OF SOVIET POWER,

1988–1991

★

In a word, the total dismantling of socialism as a world

phenomenon has been proceeding. This is a reunification of

mankind on the basis of common sense. And a common fellow

from Stavropol [Gorbachev] set this process in motion.

—Chernyaev, in his diary, October 5, 1989

It took three decades to turn the Soviet Union into a superpower, the main
challenger of the supremacy of the United States in the world. But it took only
three years for the Communist giant to disintegrate. For people who had come of
age during the Cold War, the event was sudden and breathtaking. Those inclined
to see the Cold War in apocalyptic terms as the struggle between good and evil
concluded that it was Ronald Reagan and his administration that overthrew the
great Satan of Communism. But most scholars and analysts conclude that the
Soviet superpower met its end at the hands of its own leadership under the
influence of new ideas, policies, and circumstances.∞ Canadian political scientist
Jacques Lévesque, who wrote The Enigma of 1989, concluded: ‘‘Rarely in history
have we witnessed the policy of a great power continue, through so many di≈-
culties and reversals, to be guided by such an idealistic view of the world, based
on universal reconciliation, and in which the image of the enemy was constantly
blurring, to the point of making it practically disappear.’’≤

It is a perennial human illusion to attribute great events to great causes.
During the past century, scholars have tended to attribute transitions from one
historical period to another to grand, impersonal forces: shifts in the balance of
power, contradictions among states, revolutions, the rise of new ideologies and
social movements, and so on. In the current scholarly climate, it has also become
fashionable to highlight the micro-levels of history—the role and beliefs of the
‘‘common people,’’ incremental changes in social life, and power as a phenome-
non of everyday life. Between these two trends, the view that history is shaped by
‘‘great men’’ seems utterly discredited. Today, many historians are loathe to
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admit that the character of a personality in a position of power at a critical
juncture can make a major di√erence in the course of history.

However, the figure of Mikhail Sergeievich Gorbachev proves this point. This
energetic, handsome man with sparkling eyes and charming smile ‘‘did more
than anyone else to end the Cold War between East and West,’’ asserts British
political scientist Archie Brown in his seminal study, The Gorbachev Factor.≥ It is
worth quoting Anatoly Chernyaev, the most loyal and supportive of Gorbachev’s
assistants. Gorbachev, he claims, ‘‘was not ‘a great man’ as far as set of personal
qualities was concerned.’’ But he ‘‘fulfilled a great mission,’’ and that is ‘‘more
important for history.’’∂ A more critical Dmitry Volkogonov provides another, but
also remarkable, estimate: Gorbachev ‘‘is a person of great mind, but with a weak
character. Without this paradox of personality it is hard to understand him as a
historical actor.’’ Volkogonov admits that the ‘‘intellect, feelings, and will of
Gorbachev’’ left a unique imprint on the Soviet collapse.∑

The sources that aid in writing about Gorbachev are nearly all problematic.
The same reservations apply to the retrospective observations of many of his
critics. Some of them seem full of poison and viciousness, for example, the
books of Valery Boldin (the person who was closest to Raisa Gorbachev) and of
former prime minister Nikolai Ryzhkov. Still, such books—as well as the more
measured writings of and interviews with kgb chief Vladimir Kryuchkov, Dep-
uty General Secretary Yegor Ligachev, Vice President Gennady Yanaev, Deputy
Foreign Minister Georgy Kornienko, Gorbachev’s personal bodyguard Vladimir
Medvedev, and many others—do reward careful reading.∏

The observations of Gorbachev’s friends present another kind of bias. Anatoly
Chernyaev, Georgy Shakhnazarov, Vadim Medvedev, Andrei Grachev, and other
Gorbachev aides and colleagues admit that their former boss made many mis-
takes and had weak spots but continue to admire the man and the ideas behind
his policies.π The only exception is Karen Brutents, who concluded in his sharply
critical memoirs that ‘‘Gorbachev made the end of the Cold War possible’’ but
also ‘‘became an involuntary, unconscious liquidator of the Soviet Union.’’∫

A more revealing source on Gorbachev’s personality are minutes taken by his
assistants at the Politburo sessions and the records of Gorbachev’s conversations
with foreign leaders and public figures, in part published, in part available in the
Archive of the Gorbachev Foundation in Moscow. Finally, perhaps the most
complicated source on Gorbachev’s personality continues to be Gorbachev him-
self. It is not easy to glean evidence from Gorbachev’s memoirs; they are so
craftily opaque and carefully edited that only the best-trained reader can tease
data from them. But, still, his memoirs and other recollections on his years in
power do bear the strong imprint of his personality. Since he left the post of
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general secretary of the cpsu and presidency of the ussr, he has remained the
same person, with unique behavior and a discourse that even today sets him apart
from the rest of the Russian politicians.Ω

Both critics and admirers of Gorbachev inevitably come to a point at which
they just scratch their heads and begin to talk about his personal ‘‘enigma.’’
Dmitry Furman, a perceptive analyst of Russia and admirer of Gorbachev, con-
cludes that ‘‘those six years of systematic dismantling’’ of the Cold War and
Communism ‘‘were not an organic Soviet and Russian development. Rather, it
was a contribution to history linked to Gorbachev’s individuality.’’∞≠ Yegor Liga-
chev writes that politics ‘‘cannot explain the zigzags of the political course associ-
ated so closely with Gorbachev’s name. There was an entire web of interrelated
causes, including Gorbachev’s personal qualities.’’∞∞

To contend that Gorbachev was not a great statesman is not to denigrate or
deny Gorbachev’s historic contribution to the process of the peaceful end to the
global bipolar confrontation. In fact, during the 1990s, Gorbachev had become so
unpopular among his countrymen that a serious and unvarnished study of his
personality and statesmanship can only contribute to dispelling the cloud of exag-
gerated rumors and mythical indictments that darken his reputation in Russia.

would it have happened without gorbachev?

The standard explanations for the end of the Cold War are important and neces-
sary to describe, since they focus our attention on the crucial material, the politi-
cal and intellectual settings in which Gorbachev’s particular personality and
leadership style wrought their powerful e√ect. According to the first standard
explanation, advanced by scholars of international relations, by the mid-1980s the
balance of power had shifted drastically in favor of the United States and the West.
Relative decline o√ered the Soviets no alternative to a policy of imperial retrench-
ment and engagement with the powerful West. As soon as the Kremlin leaders
perceived this power shift, they brought their behavior in line with reality.∞≤

It is obvious, however, that reality, sobering as it was for the Kremlin, did not
automatically dictate one set of perceptions (or ‘‘narrative’’ as a modern theorist
would say). In the Kremlin, as everywhere else, the distance between reality and
perceptions was great. And, most important, people in the Kremlin perceived
more than one option by the mid-1980s.

The most dangerous option for the world and the Soviet Union itself was
discussed by the aged Soviet leaders from 1981 to 1984 in response to their sense
of threat from the military buildup and ‘‘aggressive’’ behavior of the Reagan
administration. Yuri Andropov and Marshal Dmitry Ustinov contemplated emer-
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gency measures to mobilize the Soviet society and state for the task of preserving
‘‘strategic parity’’ with the United States in the all-out arms race. Though it is not
clear how far the Kremlin was prepared to go in this direction,∞≥ the basis of its
response was mistrust, fear, and reliance on deterrence by force. Even Gor-
bachev, when he first came to power, was under the influence of Andropov’s
opinion that no compromise could be reached while Reagan remained in the
White House.∞∂

Another option was unilateral, calibrated reductions of Soviet armed forces,
similar to what the Kremlin carried out in the first years after Stalin’s death. It did
not mean bailing out of the arms race with the United States, but rather gaining
‘‘a breathing spell’’ in order to alleviate the burden of the military-industrial
expenditures on the Soviet economy. This option, in contrast to the first one, cor-
responded to the desire for gradual reform of the Soviet centralized system but
implied gradualism and maintaining a firm control over society and economic
life. Until 1989, a majority of analysts in Washington suspected and feared that
this was exactly what Gorbachev intended to do.∞∑ Indeed, some elements of this
option were present in Gorbachev’s arguments before the Politburo from 1986 to
1987 and became public after 1988 in the doctrine of ‘‘strategic su≈ciency.’’

A third option was an ‘‘amicable agreement’’ with the West on the basis of
mutual reductions of arms. This option was proposed at the end of World War II,
among others, by Maxim Litvinov and became prominent after Stalin. Nikita
Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev called it ‘‘peaceful coexistence’’ and adhered to
it despite all the failures and frustrations in Soviet-American relations. At the core
of this option was a Realpolitik not dissimilar to the Nixon-Kissinger strategy of
the early 1970s. It aimed to preserve essential elements of Soviet imperial influ-
ence in the world, including strategic ‘‘parity’’ with the United States, the reten-
tion of Soviet allies abroad, and ideological support for international Communist
and ‘‘progressive’’ movements. According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev, in his first
years in o≈ce, believed that peaceful coexistence was the option of ‘‘common
sense’’ and that socialism and capitalism ‘‘could coexist without interfering with
each other.’’∞∏

The key and frequently unrecognized point here is that Gorbachev never pursued
any of these options systematically. While some domestic critics and Western policy
makers might have thought he was following ‘‘peaceful coexistence’’ or ‘‘breath-
ing spell’’ strategies, in fact, as I show below, he was doing something quite
di√erent and arguably far less coherent and calculated. This is recognized, ex
post facto, by Gorbachev’s loyalists and particularly by his critics, who even now
continue to speak about it as a missed opportunity to take ‘‘a Chinese road.’’∞π

Soviet domestic structural decay and crisis are a second standard explanation
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for the end of the Cold War. Deterioration of the Soviet economy, ecology, and
quality of everyday life—so-called stagnation under Brezhnev—as well as deep
and growing problems of a multinational state, contrasted dramatically with the
spectacular upsurge of the United States and Western Europe in the 1980s. By
1985, the ussr was a superpower only in the military sense. Under Gorba-
chev’s leadership, Soviet domestic economic and financial systems deteriorated
further and much faster. Some on the U.S. side, among them Secretary of State
George Shultz and top cia watcher Robert Gates, realized it was very advan-
tageous for U.S. interests that the deepening crisis push the Soviet leadership to
move unilaterally to meet American demands and conditions for the end of the
confrontation.∞∫

Even before Gorbachev, under Andropov and Chernenko, the old leadership of
the Soviet Union agreed that a policy of détente and taming the arms race was
imperative for the country’s economy. Gorbachev seemed to agree with this. He is
on record saying to the Politburo that this race will be ‘‘beyond our capabilities,
and we will lose it, because we are at the limit of our capabilities. Moreover, we
can expect that Japan and the frg could very soon join the American potential. . . .
If the new round begins, the pressure on our economy will be unbelievable.’’∞Ω

The ‘‘domestic structural’’ explanation is persuasive, but a closer look reveals
that it, too, is incomplete. The important point is that the grave economic,
financial, and state crisis began only between 1986 and 1988, and it kept growing
worse because of Gorbachev’s choices and policies. Of these, two were the most
consequential. First, instead of relying on the most pragmatic elements of the
party and state o≈cialdom in restructuring of the country, Gorbachev tried to
build up new political forces and movements while gradually diminishing the
power of the party and of centralized state structures. Second, instead of tak-
ing unpopular economic measures such as price reforms and reduction of state
subsidies within the framework of the existing political system, he encouraged a
very rapid dismantling of this system. These choices led to political chaos and
economic catastrophe after 1988. Gorbachev’s ‘‘remedies’’ were killing the sick
patient.≤≠

Even with the economy and finances in steep decline, the Soviet Union still
could hide its weak condition behind a respectable Potemkin facade and negoti-
ate with the United States from a position of relative parity. After 1988, this
situation drastically changed: Gorbachev’s decision to launch radical political
and state reforms, coupled with the removal of the party apparatus from eco-
nomic life, created a most severe crisis of the state and produced centrifugal
political forces that spun out of control within Soviet society. All this was tanta-
mount to revolution, was visible to the world, and engulfed the Soviet leadership.
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These policies essentially destroyed the Soviet capacity to act like a superpower
on the international arena. The Soviet Union was left in no position to bail out its
allies or to present itself as an equal partner to the United States in negotiations.

There are other aspects that also contradict the notion that domestic structural
crisis was a primary determining factor in Gorbachev’s motivation to end the
Cold War quickly, and on the best available terms. First, Soviet negotiating be-
havior began to change drastically beginning in early 1987, before the crisis
became grave and visible. Second, the Soviet Union continued, with the complete
approval of Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, to pour billions of dollars into supply-
ing military equipment to Cuba, Syria, Ethiopia, Vietnam, and other client coun-
tries during 1989, 1990, and even part of 1991, when Soviet co√ers were already
almost empty.≤∞ The American side tried to argue with Gorbachev to cut the
pipelines to Castro, and radical Soviet reformers even proposed pursuing an
alliance with Cuban anti-Castro émigrés in Miami. But Gorbachev never took
these steps, although they would have earned the approval of many in the U.S.
political establishment.

Many scholars and politicians convincingly contend that there was no way to
reform the ussr without dismantling the old Soviet system. Still, it is possible to
imagine a gradual transformation of the post-Stalinist Communist model into a
post-Communist authoritarian model (as has been taking place in China). A
leader supported by the pragmatic elements of the top party circles might have
gradually privatized state property. The remarkable transformation of party sec-
retaries and Communist ministers into bankers and rich oligarchs under Yeltsin
prompted one observer to suggest that even under Gorbachev ‘‘the higher eche-
lons of the party’’ would have been ready ‘‘to send to Hell at any moment the
whole edifice of Marxism-Leninism, if such an act would only help them preserve
their hierarchical positions and continue their careers.’’≤≤ Instead of co-opting
the old bureaucratic elite, Gorbachev’s chose a policy of leading Soviet society
into ‘‘democracy’’ over the heads of the nomenklatura. This ‘‘populism’’ soon
brought to the fore elements of the liberal and nationalist intelligentsia; however,
almost immediately, the latter turned vehemently against the Soviet leader and
began to support political separatism and incite social unrest. This, and the
sabotage of the alienated party and state nomenklatura, left Gorbachev hanging
without real political support. Denied political recognition and support at home,
he increasingly looked for it abroad, from Western leaders.

A third standard explanation for the end of the Cold War is a shift of ideas
within the Soviet leadership, both as a product of the longer-term erosion of
Communist ideology and as a short-term by-product of glasnost of 1987–89.
Some scholars focus on Gorbachev’s ‘‘new thinking’’ as being a set of ideas that
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replaced the old Soviet mentality, in particular the core ideological thesis about
class struggle and the inevitability of the world’s division into two camps. As
Robert English demonstrates in his book, the roots of new ideas about the world
can be traced within the Soviet political establishment and intelligentsia as far
back as the 1940s and 1950s. Some scholars point out that Gorbachev absorbed
‘‘new thinking’’ from various international sources and from his liberal-minded
advisers.≤≥

Indeed, the role of ideas in the changing Soviet international behavior was
great. But even at the time, there was something bizarre about this role. To put it
simply, Gorbachev took ideas too seriously. They played an excessive role in his
behavior. They took precedence not only over the immediate demands of the
negotiating process but also over the protection of state interests. The real im-
portance was not in the ideas themselves but in the historical personality that
espoused them and made them his own.

Again, the key evidence against the ideological explanation is that there were
other scenarios under which the rejection of Communist ideology would have
proceeded di√erently. First, the ideological revision could have been carried out
more slowly, under more control from above. Gorbachev and his assistants
allowed the process of glasnost to go on until it became a whirlwind of revela-
tions that discredited the entire foundation of Soviet foreign policy and the
regime itself. The emerging attitude among the intelligentsia (later shared by
Gorbachev himself ) was that of radical ideological revisionism. Some Moscow-
based revisionists began to hold the Soviet Union solely and exclusively respon-
sible for the Cold War. They began to consider the policies of the West to be
purely reactive and dictated by the need to fight Stalin’s Communist aggression
and totalitarian threat. A more conservative approach (as, for instance, is prac-
ticed in China today) would have held historic revisionism in check and dimin-
ished its radicalizing pressure on foreign policy.

The rejection of the old ideology could have led to a pragmatic and flexible
attitude, to a version of Realpolitik based less on lofty principles and ideas than
on a modest and clear formulation of state interests. When Margaret Thatcher
said in 1984 that one could do business with Gorbachev, she was particularly
impressed with his citation from Lord Palmerston, who advocated basing foreign
policy on ‘‘permanent interests.’’≤∂ But the basis of Soviet foreign policy in 1988–
91 has been far removed from Palmerston’s dictum. It has been highly idealistic
and imbued with a messianic spirit. In mid-1987, Gorbachev wrote a book called
Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World. It contained an image of
international relations based on a just and democratic world order, in which the
ussr would play a key role and the United Nations would reign supreme. Gor-
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bachev replaced one messianic revolutionary-imperial idea that had guided Soviet
foreign policy with another messianic idea—‘‘that perestroika in the ussr was
only a part of some kind of global perestroika, the birth of a new world order.’’≤∑

New ideological motives need not have dictated a total rejection of the use of
force and projection of power. For Gorbachev’s predecessors and for most of his
colleagues in the Politburo in 1985–88, the accumulation of strength, coercion,
and the balance of power were even more important than Communist ideology.
They cared about power and empire as much—if not more—as they did about the
socialist perspective and proletarian internationalism. In his paradigm shift,
Gorbachev rejected not only the Communist tenets of class struggle but also the
entire post-Stalin logic of Soviet geopolitical interests, beginning with Central
and Eastern Europe.

There is nothing intrinsic to the ‘‘new thinking’’ ideas themselves that neces-
sitated Gorbachev’s foreign policy and domestic choices. One could subscribe to
the whole package of ideas and yet completely part ways with Gorbachev on the
question of whether or when to start radical political reforms that inevitably led
to the Soviet decline and disintegration. For most statesmen, ideas are tools, and
to understand their impact on history one must examine how they are molded
and manipulated by the human agents who espouse them. In Gorbachev’s case,
he clearly overreached when he attempted to mold Soviet and international reali-
ties according to his ideas of ‘‘new thinking.’’

There are few other examples in history of a leader in charge of a huge ailing
state who willingly risked the geopolitical position of a great power and the very
foundations of his political power for the sake of a moral global project. Even
Lenin, Gorbachev’s hero, compromised on ‘‘world revolution’’ in 1918 for the
sake of staying in power. Gorbachev, however, did exactly the opposite. He made
his priorities clear before his Politburo colleagues during the debate in March
1988 that resulted from the so-called Nina Andreeva letter.≤∏ He abandoned An-
dropov’s course of conservative modernization and embarked on a more risky set
of radical experiments in ideology and politics. This produced the growing polar-
ization in his entourage. The majority in the Politburo, the Central Committee,
and the state apparatus feared losing control over society and political life. They
remembered the lessons of Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization in 1956. Some began
to grumble that Gorbachev wanted to destroy and give away everything that Stalin
had built. The kgb chairman, Viktor Chebrikov, warned Gorbachev of a poten-
tially disastrous meltdown of Soviet mentality under a barrage of revelations
about the past. The spokesman of ideological conservatives, Yegor Ligachev, for
the first time raised the specter of dissolution of the Communist bloc: ‘‘Arguably,
we will muddle through, but there are socialist countries, the world Communist
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movement. What to do about them? History has become politics and, when we
deal with it, we should think not only about the past, but also about the future.’’≤π

Gorbachev ridiculed his skeptical colleagues as panic-mongers. And Shevard-
nadze declared that ‘‘primitivism and intellectual narrow-mindedness had pre-
vented Khrushchev from implementing to the end the line of the 20th Party
Congress.’’ The so-called Communist and working-class movement was largely a
fiction, so there was not much to lose. As to the socialist bloc, he continued, ‘‘take
for instance Bulgaria, take the old leadership of Poland, and take the current
situation in the German Democratic Republic, in Romania. Is it socialism?’’≤∫

By the spring of 1989, it became obvious even to Gorbachev’s closest assis-
tants that the radical reappraisal of Soviet ideology and history, initiated from
above, had triggered a political deluge from below. Gorbachev was irreversibly
losing control over foreign and domestic events. In May 1989, Anatoly Chernyaev
wrote in his private journal with anguish: ‘‘Inside me depression and alarm are
growing, the sense of crisis of the Gorbachev Idea. He is prepared to go far. But
what does it mean? His favorite catchword is ‘unpredictability.’ But most likely
we will come to a collapse of the state and something like chaos.’’≤Ω

fateful personality

The previous chapter compared Gorbachev and Nikita Khrushchev. But this com-
parison should go even deeper. Russian scholar Natalya Kozlova studied the
mentality of the Russian peasantry in the ussr. She found how the quick and
violent demise of the ‘‘peasant civilization’’ led to breath-taking social and physi-
cal mobility, as young peasants moved to big cities and began making careers for
themselves. New recruits to urban civilization were burning with the desire to
leap from the ‘‘idiocy of village life’’ to the highest social status they could reach.
The first cohort of such people was shaped by the 1930s and World War II. It had
immense vitality, was ruthless and pragmatic, and believed in material tangible
benefits. The second cohort came in the 1950s at the time of peace, during the
final stages of Soviet urbanization and mass education. This cohort had an
optimistic worldview, but also a naive belief in the ‘‘ideas’’ of cultured discourse
and ideology, in comparison to sophisticated, cynical, double-thinking urban-
ites.≥≠ The common roots and di√erences of Khrushchev and Gorbachev should
be sought there.

Arguably the central and most consequential feature of Gorbachev’s person-
ality was his remarkable self-confidence and optimism. His ability to bounce back was
extraordinary. As an individual, Gorbachev possessed a very healthy ego and
stable values. The political and social environments he lived in (the region of
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Kuban Cossacks in the south of Russia, Moscow State University, and the Polit-
buro itself, where he was by far the youngest member) fostered his healthy self-
esteem. In any case, he had an unflagging faith in his own capacities to succeed.

Flowing from this wellspring of essential optimism, admirers say, was Gor-
bachev’s natural liberalism and democratic instincts. In Chernyaev’s estimation,
Gorbachev’s ‘‘natural democratic instincts had not been completely spoiled by
his long career in the party apparatus, although he acquired some ‘pockmarks.’ ’’
He allegedly su√ered a genuine shock from observing the norms and mores of
the top political hierarchy when he moved to Moscow and joined the Politburo.
His democratic impulse, concludes Chernyaev, remained instrumental to his
actions, despite the many transgressions and dirty compromises he had been
involved in.≥∞

A second key attitude, in the opinion of Gorbachev’s supporters, was his
naïveté. One of his assistants, Georgy Shakhnazarov, recalled Gorbachev’s ‘‘naive
belief in his colleagues’ common sense.’’ In Dmitry Furman’s opinion, Gor-
bachev believed that the truth he discovered was ‘‘self-evident and that people
would grasp it. In the same way, Luther probably thought that his truths were so
obvious, that he could easily convince the Pope of them.’’ Gorbachev’s pere-
stroika was a ‘‘reformation,’’ and he needed the qualities of a preacher as he
sought to convert the pagans of Communism into a new, fairer, and better creed,
to help them move from the captivity of authoritarian regimes, militarism, and
pauperism.≥≤

The life path of Gorbachev (as well as of his wife, Raisa) contributed to his
staunch belief in the ‘‘reformation’’ of Communism. He graduated from Moscow
State University and left for provincial Stavropol at the time of crisis for the
Stalinist creed and the development of romantic hopes for a Communism with ‘‘a
human face.’’ He returned from the provinces to Moscow in the late 1970s, when
these romantic hopes were dead among the educated elites and increasingly
cynical party apparatchiks. Lenin remained Gorbachev’s role model during his
first years in power. In Lenin’s personality (rather, in his idealized, censored
image), Gorbachev saw the reflection of his own traits, in particular, feverish
belief in the power of revolutionary ideas, ‘‘historic’’ optimism, and unflagging
determination to muddle through social and political chaos. Even in early 1989,
Gorbachev confessed to Chernyaev that he mentally ‘‘asks for Lenin’s advice.’’≥≥

Critics see Gorbachev’s self-confidence and democratic instincts in a com-
pletely di√erent light. Ligachev argues that Gorbachev ‘‘did not have in his char-
acter a room for understanding’’ how di≈cult the reforms would be.≥∂ Gor-
bachev’s chief of chancellery, Valery Boldin observes a profound psychological
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gap between Gorbachev and the vast majority of the Soviet people. Gorbachev’s
security o≈cer, Vladimir Medvedev, writes that ‘‘intellectual’’ Gorbachev, unlike
patriarchal Brezhnev, felt uncomfortable with Soviet crowds and rather preferred
talking to Westerners.≥∑

Gorbachev’s friends acknowledge how much Gorbachev’s personality was at
loggerheads with the mainstream of Russian and Soviet mentality. But they side
with him, not with the people. Chernyaev, for instance, defines Soviet society as
‘‘a degraded population with give-me psychology.’’ In the opinion of his friends,
Gorbachev accomplished the Herculean feat of waking the society from the
terrible stupor and slavery of Soviet totalitarianism. The rest, Chernyaev con-
tends, was inevitable. Society turned out to be not worthy of the leader; the ‘‘new
thinking’’ was ahead of its time. Given all this, Gorbachev could not really ap-
ply the brakes when Soviet society spun out of control, crushing everything in
its way.≥∏

Friends and foes alike highlight a key consequence of Gorbachev’s essential
optimism and naïveté: his ‘‘ad-hocism,’’ his congenital lack of a long-range
strategic plan, and his aversion to the practical details of governance. They all
recognize that perestroika had no plan and that the ‘‘new thinking’’ was vague
and could not be a practical guide for reforms. Gorbachev’s favorite phrases,
besides ‘‘unpredictability,’’ were ‘‘let process develop’’ and ‘‘process of events is
on the run’’ (protsessi poshli). In the judgment of Dmitry Furman, it was a continua-
tion of his excessively positive view of people, particularly of Soviet people. ‘‘It
always seemed to him that people could not help but be glad to organize their
own life for themselves.’’≥π He had little doubt that it would be best to unleash
social changes and then just wait while ‘‘processes’’ ran their course and pro-
vided the most sensible outcome.

Even his admirers admit that this feature of his psychology contributed to
Gorbachev’s chronic inability to chart a practical course for the state apparatus,
to carry out a sustained and thought-through program of action, and to prevent
psychological chaos and ideological breakdown in the society. Chernyaev’s politi-
cal memoirs reveal his frustration and nagging doubts about it. Gorbachev, he
writes, failed to begin meaningful economic reforms when he still had the
chance. He procrastinated endlessly on price reforms, letting the financial crisis
grow to monstrous proportions. He let the Brezhnev-Andropov-Gromyko war in
Afghanistan become ‘‘Gorbachev’s war.’’ And he let Boris Yeltsin take over the
political initiative in 1990 and 1991 by breaking with the old discredited political
order.≥∫ Still, his admirers stress that all this was not a crucial flaw. They argue
that since nobody knew how to transform a totalitarian country, it could be done
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only by trial and error. Also, they argue, had Gorbachev accurately foreseen his
task in all its complexity and danger, he simply could never have undertaken it.≥Ω

This assessment of Gorbachev’s abilities is based on the assumption that nobody
could have reformed the Soviet system and Soviet empire. They could only be
destroyed completely.

Ten years after he lost power, Gorbachev himself, in a candid discussion,
agreed that there was ‘‘a lot of naiveté and utopianism’’ in his actions. But he said
that he had deliberately run the risk of political destabilization since 1988 be-
cause he wanted to ‘‘wake up’’ the Soviet people. Otherwise, he said, ‘‘we would
have shared the fate of Khrushchev,’’ that is, the party nomenklatura would have
removed Gorbachev from power.∂≠

The critics deny that there was ever a serious challenge to Gorbachev’s author-
ity from party o≈cials in 1988.∂∞ William Odom concludes that Gorbachev was
‘‘an inveterate schemer, a loquacious obfuscator, unable to anticipate the likely
consequences of policies.’’ Ligachev writes that ‘‘being too late, reacting too
slowly to events was one of the most characteristic traits of Gorbachev’s poli-
cies.’’∂≤ In an interview, he added: ‘‘When some controversial things happened,
Gorbachev often reacted with delay. My explanation is that he wanted others to
analyze what a√ected the society, was painful to the society. He wanted a ripe fruit
to fall onto his lap, the one he could pick up. But often it was necessary to row
against the tide. There were many instances in history when the leader remained
in the minority, but turned out to be right. Gorbachev, unfortunately, lacked this
quality.’’∂≥ Kryuchkov talks and writes about Gorbachev’s ‘‘impulsiveness that is
linked to his personality, to the traits of his abnormal character.’’∂∂

The critics are convinced that another type of leader, with a stronger and
steadier hand, would have made a huge di√erence. This hypothetical ‘‘other’’
could have brought about détente with the West and gradually transformed the
Communist Party and the Soviet Union. And, critics argue, this could have been
done without destroying the foundations of state power and without creating
overall political and social chaos.

The self-image of Gorbachev as a leader is extremely important for under-
standing the end of the Cold War. It is linked to his goals and ideals, but at
the same time it reflects his personal, intimate psychological ‘‘core’’ that allowed
him to stick to these ideals and goals. In late October 1988, Gorbachev was
preparing to proclaim his new beliefs to the world at the General Assembly of the
United Nations. He told his brain trust of Shevardnadze, Yakovlev, Dobrynin, the
new head of the International Department, Valentin Falin, and Chernyaev to
prepare a speech that would respond to Churchill’s famous speech at Fulton,
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Missouri, in March 1946. It ‘‘should be an anti-Fulton—Fulton in reverse,’’ he
said. ‘‘We should present our worldview and philosophy based on the results of
the last three years. We should stress the demilitarization and humanization of
our thinking.’’∂∑

Gorbachev modeled himself after the idealized Lenin, as opposed to Stalin,
both in the sense of direction he gave to the Soviet Union and in the world arena.
As the creator of the Soviet state and empire, Stalin barely di√erentiated his
personality from his creations. He took the slightest challenge to them as a
personal assault, and, vice versa, regarded any slight to his prestige and authority
(particularly from foreigners) as an intolerable insult to the prestige of the ussr
as a great power. Gorbachev did not feel a personal association with the Soviet
state and empire in the form and shape he inherited from his predecessors. Later,
he claimed that he did everything ‘‘to preserve the Union.’’ In reality, however,
he sought to unleash a revolution according to the ideas that he adopted and
developed.

Gorbachev inherited from Stalin and Stalin’s successors the o≈ce of the
general secretary. But he had other priorities besides power, prestige, stability,
and state interests. His first priority, as mentioned earlier, was the construction
of a global world order on the basis of cooperation and nonviolence. This places
Gorbachev, at least in his image of himself, in the ranks of such figures of the
twentieth century as Woodrow Wilson, Mahatma Gandhi, and other prophets of
universal principles. Most tellingly, perhaps, those figures did not excel as state-
builders or statesmen.

Both Stalin and Gorbachev had enormous influence on the fate of the Soviet
Union, even though, of course, the contrast between the statesmanship of the two
cannot be greater. Stalin was, in his crude and bloody way, an architect of the
Soviet Union and its external empire; his policies turned the country into a super-
power. His favorite modus operandi was carving up spheres of influence, making
these spheres totally impervious to the influence of and penetration by other great
powers and imposing complete control over them through a combination of
threats of force and devious manipulation of politics, both inside the ussr and in
the countries under Soviet domination. As for Gorbachev, he resolutely refused to
treat even the countries where Soviet troops were stationed as a Soviet sphere of
influence. In fact, he meticulously observed a hands-o√ attitude toward the inter-
nal a√airs of Central European countries. When Henry Kissinger, while on a visit
in Moscow in January 1989, cautiously broached to Gorbachev an idea for a joint
ussr-U.S. management of transformation in Central Europe, Gorbachev, as a
preacher of ‘‘new thinking,’’ was dismissive and even contemptuous.∂∏
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gorbachev’s westernism

Stalin indoctrinated the entire Soviet state and society with extreme xenophobia;
he regarded Western cultural influences as a mortal threat to his regime. Stalin
was intolerant of di√erent opinions, once he made up his own mind on any issue.
He saw the slightest deviation from his ‘‘line’’ as an intolerable sign of dissent, or
as posing the danger of chaos, or as a symptom of loss of control. He displayed a
strong attraction to worst-case scenarios and suspected all Western statesmen
and politicians, even those who sought to appease the ussr, of the worst anti-
Soviet schemes. In contrast, Gorbachev, did not have a trace of xenophobia or
cultural hostility toward the West. He liked Westerners, respected Western states-
men of all creeds, and came to regard some of them as personal friends. He had a
striking capacity for ‘‘best-case’’ thinking and began to act on assumptions of
good faith, honesty, integrity, and fealty to agreements in international a√airs.

In the opinion of his foreign admirers, Gorbachev was the first Soviet states-
man who acted almost like a Western politician, a phenomenon that, given his
background, they failed to comprehend at the time. To be sure, in his first years
in power, he retained many standard Soviet political and ideological stereotypes
of Western countries, particularly of the United States. But even as he treated
Reagan and Kohl and their colleagues as adversaries, he was beginning to dis-
mantle the iron curtain, first allowing free contact with foreigners for the se-
lect group of establishment intellectuals and o≈cials, then opening the outside
world for the rest of the society.

A typical example is the transformation of the idea of the ‘‘common European
home.’’ This idea, first used in 1985 and 1986 as a diplomatic tool to drive a
wedge between the United States and other nato countries, by 1989 was evoking
public debates and becoming a synonym for a ‘‘return to Europe’’ and the rejec-
tion of Stalinist closed society. Gorbachev made this idea a cornerstone of his
beliefs.∂π Sergei Tarasenko, a close assistant to Foreign Minister Shevardnadze,
asserted that after mid-1988, ‘‘when we encountered domestic di≈culties, we
began to realize that we would be able to stay afloat for a while and even to
preserve the status of great power only if we leaned on the United States. We felt
that if we had stepped away from the U.S., we would have been pushed aside. We
had to be as close as possible to the United States.’’∂∫

As Gorbachev’s admirers argue, this was not just a calculated policy. Dmitry
Furman remarks that Gorbachev’s Westernism was a dependency complex shared
by other educated Russians. ‘‘For all Soviet people, including the higher echelons
of the party,’’ he writes, ‘‘the West has always been an object of longing. Trips to
the West were the most important status symbol. There is nothing you can do
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about this; it is ‘in the blood,’ in the culture.’’ Moreover, Gorbachev relished his
huge personal success in the West, including in the United States. Gorbymania in
the United States was the product of a natural mutual a≈nity between Gorbachev
and Western public opinion.∂Ω

Chernyaev admires Gorbachev’s ability to be on the same wavelength with
Western leaders and people. He writes in his diary about Gorbachev’s accom-
plishment in establishing a friendly relationship with West German chancellor
Helmut Kohl. After all, he observed, the ‘‘new thinking’’ in foreign policy was not
original or terribly new. What was new was that the leader of the Soviet system,
himself conditioned by Soviet society, could so quickly break out of the Soviet
mentality. When Chernyaev saw Gorbachev and Kohl conversing congenially, he
‘‘felt physically that we are entering a new world where class struggle, ideology,
polarity and enmity are no longer determinate.’’∑≠

Gorbachev’s critics claim that Gorbachev’s stunning personal success among
West European and American audiences made his head swell. He began to put
his friendly relations with foreign leaders ahead of state interests. Psychologi-
cally, they argue, Gorbachev turned to the West for recognition because his
popularity at home began to sink precipitously as a result of the growing social
and political chaos. As Valery Boldin sees it, ‘‘democratization began, but it
suddenly took a wrong turn and not Gorbachev, but his arch-enemy Yeltsin
became its leader. Then Gorbachev placed all his hopes on the West.’’∑∞ Also, the
critics point out that Western advice played an ever-increasing and sinister role in
diverting Gorbachev from the foreign and domestic policy course of 1985–87
toward a new course of radical political reforms.∑≤

Soviet diplomats Anatoly Dobrynin and Georgy Kornienko are particularly
blunt in stating that Gorbachev ‘‘frittered away the negotiating potential of the
Soviet state’’ in exchange for ephemeral popularity and good relationships with
Western statesmen. In Dobrynin’s opinion, Western statesmen profited from
Gorbachev’s weaknesses. After 1988, Gorbachev was in a hurry to end the Cold
War because he had a personal need to compensate for his declining prospects at
home with breakthroughs in foreign policy. As a result, ‘‘Gorbachev’s diplomacy
often failed to win a better deal with the United States and its allies.’’∑≥ Kornienko
believes that Gorbachev’s excessive sensitivity to Western opinion and advice
explained his hasty move to set up a new political system. Gorbachev the states-
man was eager to replace the title of ‘‘chief of the Communist Party’’ with the
internationally recognized title of ‘‘president of the Soviet Union.’’∑∂

The records of Gorbachev’s conversations with foreign leaders reveal beyond
any doubt that after 1988, if not earlier, Westerners, from social democrats to
anti-Communist conservatives, became perhaps the most crucial source of sup-
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port for Gorbachev. In them he found the understanding and willingness to lis-
ten and, quite important, appreciation for the grandiose scope of his perestroika
—the things he missed among his colleagues in the Politburo and even among
his intellectual advisers.

This psychological dependence on the West is acknowledged by Gorbachev’s
admirers. Furman admits that ‘‘Gorbachev’s attention was diverted to the West to
the utmost degree. He clearly relaxed during his frequent trips, while in the
country opposition and chaos grew.’’ The same author rejects the notion that the
West took advantage of Gorbachev and hastened the collapse of the ussr. But he
deplores the fact that Gorbachev took so much of the Western advice uncritically.
In his opinion, it would have been better for the country, and for the ‘‘correctly
understood’’ interests of the West itself, ‘‘if Gorbachev had showed more indif-
ference’’ toward the recommendations of American, German, and other Euro-
pean politicians.∑∑

George Bush, Secretary of State James Baker, and the ambassador in Moscow,
Jack Matlock, acknowledge that they had significant influence on Gorbachev but
have denied that they had anything to do with his radical turn and the subsequent
Soviet collapse. In his postmortem on the Soviet Union, Matlock wrote: ‘‘If it had
been in the power of the United States and Western Europe to create a democratic
union of the Soviet republics, they would have been delighted to do so.’’∑∏ It is
obvious, however, that Gorbachev’s passionate pro-Westernism contrasted with
the reserved pragmatism of many of his counterparts. The American and Western
policies toward the Soviet Union were based not on ideas, messianic projects,
and personal a≈nity, but on geopolitical, economic, and military interests.

aversion to the use of force

An additional feature of Gorbachev’s personality that perplexed contemporaries
and witnesses was his deep aversion to the use of force. To be sure, skepticism
about military force was widely shared among ‘‘new thinkers.’’∑π It can also be
regarded as a generational phenomenon that originated from the impact of
World War II and was reinforced by the pacifist trends during the 1960s. Former
Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko, for example, privately called Gorbachev
and his advisers ‘‘the Martians,’’ for their ignorance of the laws of power politics.
‘‘I wonder how puzzled must be the US and other nato countries,’’ he confessed
to his son. ‘‘It is a mystery for them why Gorbachev and his friends in the
Politburo cannot comprehend how to use force and pressure for defending their
state interests.’’∑∫

Gorbachev personified the reluctance to use force. Indeed, for him it was less
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a lesson from experience than a fundamental part of his character. The principle
of nonviolence was a sincere belief for Gorbachev—not merely the foundation of
his domestic and foreign policies but one of his personal codes. His colleagues
and assistants confirm that ‘‘the avoidance of bloodshed was a constant concern
of Gorbachev’’ and that ‘‘for Gorbachev an unwillingness to shed blood was not
only a criterion but the condition of his involvement in politics.’’ Gorbachev, they
observe, ‘‘by character was a man incapable not only of using dictatorial mea-
sures, but even of resorting to hard-line administrative means.’’ The critics claim
that Gorbachev ‘‘had no guts for blood,’’ even when it was dictated by state
interests.∑Ω

Gorbachev’s renunciation of force was not an inevitable consequence of ‘‘new
thinking’’ or liberal values. Liberals use force for liberal ends, and a substantial
number of liberals and former dissidents would later come to believe that Gor-
bachev’s absolutist rejection of force in the period from 1988 to 1991 was flawed
and perhaps even immoral. Liberal philosopher Grigory Pomerants praised Gor-
bachev’s decision to let go of Central Europe. But simultaneously, he said, Gor-
bachev ‘‘let go the forces of destruction’’—forces of barbarism, ethnic geno-
cide, and chaos—in the South Caucasus, Central Asia, and other areas of the
Soviet Union. ‘‘The first duty of the state was to contain chaos,’’ Pomerants ad-
monished. Another critic, liberal-nationalist politician Vladimir Lukin, noted:
‘‘Firmness was necessary in such a country as Russia, not to mention the Soviet
Union.’’∏≠

As the Cold War was ending in Europe, the first fissures appeared in the Soviet
Union—not a mere coincidence. In both cases, Gorbachev’s predilections and
personality played a major and necessary role. On the ideological level, the Soviet
leader never separated the two goals, ending the Cold War and achieving the
successful transformation of the Soviet Union. One of the staples of this was the
idea of nonviolence, a product of Gorbachev’s personal aversion to using force.
After the tragedy in Tbilisi in April 1989 (Russian troops, at the request of the
Georgian Communist leadership, used spades and gas against the nationalist
rally and killed twenty-one Georgian civilians), Gorbachev declared a ban on the
use of force, even though nationalist forces began to break the country apart. He
said to the Politburo: ‘‘We have accepted that even in foreign policy force is to no
avail. So especially internally—we cannot resort and will not resort to force.’’∏∞

Remarkably, Gorbachev thus renounced the authority to maintain order, a cor-
nerstone of state sovereignty and the duty of the state leader. With a few excep-
tions, Gorbachev adhered to this peculiar principle tenaciously until his last day
in power.

Western politicians, particularly Bush and Baker, understood this feature of
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Gorbachev’s statesmanship and successfully used it. At Malta, for instance, Bush
suggested to Gorbachev a gentleman’s agreement on the Baltic republics, where
popular movements were beginning to demand complete independence from the
ussr. This was a violation of a long-standing taboo in U.S.-Soviet relations,
interference in the internal a√airs of another superpower. Bush, however, found
the correct approach. ‘‘I would like to have a fullest understanding of your
approach to the Baltics,’’ he said. ‘‘There should be no setbacks here. Perhaps it
would be better to discuss this issue in a confidential way, since I would very
much like to perceive the core of your thinking on this extremely complicated
issue.’’ Since the issue of the Baltic republics was presented in the context of
concern for Gorbachev’s ‘‘new thinking,’’ to prevent setbacks for the U.S.-Soviet
partnership for the sake of a new global order, Gorbachev readily agreed. As a
result, there was an understanding that the Americans would refrain from any
attempts to help the Baltic independence movement, while in return Gorbachev
refrained from using force in dealing with the Baltic problem.∏≤

Gorbachev himself, years after he lost power, continues to be an adamant
believer in the nonuse of force. He regrets the cases when force was used against
nationalists inside the ussr. Referring to these and other crisis situations (Arme-
nian pogroms by an Azeri mob in the Azeri industrial town of Sumgait in Febru-
ary 1988, interethnic clashes in Nagorny Karabakh, bloodshed in Tbilisi in April
1989, more bloodshed in Baku in January 1990, crackdowns in Vilnius and Riga
in January 1991), Gorbachev said: ‘‘There were many attempts to baptize me with
blood. But they failed.’’∏≥ Essentially, Gorbachev agrees with what Ligachev said
about him: ‘‘As far as the use of violence required to save people was concerned,
Gorbachev resorted to it only when the last citizen in the country became con-
vinced there was no other choice. It was a trait of Gorbachev’s character.’’∏∂ Every
time limited military force was used against nationalist crowds, on ambiguous
and probably oral orders from Moscow, Gorbachev immediately stepped aside
and left the military in the lurch, exposed to the fury of the nationalist and liberal
media. This pattern had the double e√ect of paralyzing the Soviet army and
strengthening the forces of those who wanted to destroy the Soviet Union.∏∑

Gorbachev’s decision to renounce the use of force in foreign and domestic
policies as a matter of high principle was remarkable and unique in world history.
Canadian scholar Jacques Lévesque writes that ‘‘the way the ussr separated itself
from its empire and its own peaceful end’’ are linked and ‘‘may seem to be its
most beneficial contributions to history.’’∏∏ But Gorbachev’s principled nonvio-
lence, so much appreciated in the West, was not likely to evoke admiration inside
Russia. For all of his other roles, for his fellow countrymen Gorbachev was, first
and foremost, the czar, the guarantor of their stability and livelihood—and of the
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very existence of the state. The clear inability and even refusal of Gorbachev to
perform this role contributed to the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union and
dislocation and misery for tens of millions of Russians and non-Russians.

gorbachev, the peaceful revolutions of 1989,
and german reunification

The e√ect of this complex mix of character traits—optimism, naïveté, his ten-
dency to act ad hoc, Westernism, and aversion to force—can be seen in the
playing out of Soviet policies toward Eastern and Central Europe during the
collapse of the Communist regimes and in Gorbachev’s diplomacy leading up to
German reunification. Critics and supporters point out that Gorbachev’s foreign
policy after 1987 was rarely discussed formally at the Politburo but instead only in
a narrow circle of advisers. In conducting negotiations, Gorbachev relied on
Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze and also increasingly discussed issues
‘‘between four eyes,’’ that is, directly with foreign leaders. The multi-institutional
decision-making structures (the Defense Council, ‘‘the Big Five’’ commission
that worked out proposals on arms reductions, the informal ‘‘alliance’’ of the
kgb, and the Ministry of Defense) were often not in the loop. On Germany, one
participant confirms, Gorbachev handled ‘‘all the negotiations virtually by him-
self or in tandem with Shevardnadze, sweeping aside professional diplomats and
scarcely informing the Politburo.’’∏π In a word, although rejecting Stalin’s legacy,
Gorbachev used Stalin’s power to monopolize vital policy decisions. Thus, Gor-
bachev’s personal traits and his peculiarities as a statesman a√ected Soviet policy
with remarkably few constraints.

In particular, Gorbachev’s ‘‘anti-Stalin’’ personality had a lot to do with the
peaceful (with the exception of Rumania and Yugoslavia) death of Communism
in Eastern and Central Europe. The destabilization of Communist regimes there
by the beginning of 1989, as the extensive research of Mark Kramer shows, was a
direct consequence of the ‘‘spillover’’ e√ect of glasnost and reforms in the Soviet
Union. As the regimes in Poland, Hungary, and then the gdr, Bulgaria, and
Rumania, began to fall, the impact of these developments began to spill over into
the Soviet Union, undermining Gorbachev’s authority and weakening state and
party controls.∏∫

Why did Gorbachev and his advisers (but not all of the Politburo members and
the military) decide to leave the Soviet Communist allies to their own devices,
letting the developments in Central and Eastern Europe proceed without control
from Moscow? The ideological factor of ‘‘new thinking’’ and Gorbachev’s mes-
sianic goal of uniting North America, Europe, and the ussr were crucial. In late
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January 1989, Gorbachev assigned the Politburo commission on foreign policy
headed by Alexander Yakovlev to work with various agencies and think tanks on
contingencies regarding future developments in Eastern and Central Europe.
Yakovlev solicited a number of analytic papers from academic and state institu-
tions. Most of them predicted an overall crisis in the alliance. There were frank
conclusions that Soviet allies were already quietly rejecting socialism and were
‘‘in the powerful magnetic field of the West.’’ One memorandum, written by Oleg
Bogomolov and scholars from the Institute of Economics of the World Socialist
System, concluded that if the ruling parties did not make concessions to the
opposition forces, they faced a ‘‘political eruption.’’ Other analysts predicted ‘‘a
most acute social-political conflict with an unfathomable outcome.’’ All the pa-
pers opposed any form of Soviet intervention in the region. The typical conclu-
sion was that any political-military intervention did not guarantee success but
might instead trigger a chain reaction of violence and the implosion of the Soviet
bloc. The commission, however, did not solicit the opinion of the General Sta√.
These memoranda preached to the converted. Gorbachev and his ‘‘new thinkers’’
(Yakovlev, Shevardnadze, Chernyaev, Shakhnazarov) all believed that the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 had been a terrible mistake, and they did not
contemplate the use of Soviet troops under any circumstances.∏Ω

But all this does not fully explain the lack of Soviet positive involvement, that is,
more vigorous attempts to coordinate actions with the reform-minded forces in
the gdr, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, to provide them with material support and
to refrain from unilateral measures that would accelerate the destabilization in
the Warsaw Pact. Two domestic developments in the ussr help to explain Soviet
passivity. The first was the preoccupation of Gorbachev and his entourage with
the radical political and state reforms launched at the end of 1988. After this,
the avalanche of domestic developments began to engulf the Gorbachev leader-
ship. Gorbachev and his advisers, including those who were the ‘‘curators’’ and
‘‘watchers’’ of the situation in the Warsaw Pact, began to devote the lion’s share
of their time to writing memos and reports on preparations for the semi-free
parliamentary elections in March 1989, on writing new legislation, and later on
drafting Gorbachev’s speeches and policies at the Congress of People’s Deputies
that opened in Moscow on May 25. The second development was a severe finan-
cial crisis. In January 1989, Gorbachev announced the reduction of Soviet forces
in Central and Eastern Europe by 14 percent and cuts in the production of arma-
ments by 19 percent. These measures reinforced his ‘‘anti-Fulton speech’’ at the
United Nations on December 7, 1988. At the same time, they sprang from the
leadership’s desperate attempts to reduce state expenses. The Soviet leaders did
not have the money to influence the events in Central and Eastern Europe and had
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to watch as the governments of these countries turned to the West for credits and
other forms of support.π≠

Still, it is stunning, in retrospect, to observe how casually Gorbachev allowed
the Soviet external empire in Central Europe to break away. On March 3, 1989, the
chairman of the Council of Ministers of Hungary, Miklos Nemeth, informed
Gorbachev of the decision ‘‘to completely remove the electronic and technologi-
cal protection from the Western and Southern borders of Hungary. We have
outlived the need for it, and now it serves only for catching citizens of Romania
and the gdr who try to illegally escape to the West through Hungary.’’ He added
cautiously: ‘‘Of course we will have to talk to comrades from the gdr.’’ The only
words on the record from Gorbachev were: ‘‘We have a strict regime on our
borders, but we are also becoming more open.’’π∞

This doctrine of noninvolvement and the lack of a viable strategy marked
Soviet diplomacy during the critical months of the summer and fall of 1989,
when developments in Central and Eastern Europe took a revolutionary turn. The
cable tra≈c and other communications between Moscow and Warsaw at a critical
moment, when the Poles voted for Solidarity to be their government on June 4,
1989, and particularly during the next two months when the issue of Wojciech
Jaruzelski’s presidency was at stake, is not yet available. Myaczyslaw Rakowski, a
leading reformer in the Polish Communist Party, recalls that Gorbachev only
called him to find out ‘‘what is going on.’’ But he meticulously refrained from any
specific advice or anything that could be interpreted as interference in Polish
events.π≤ On September 11, when the reform-minded Communist government of
Hungary opened the borders for East Germans who wanted to flee to the frg,
Moscow kept pointedly silent. The resulting refugee crisis, when tens of thou-
sands of East Germans rushed to Prague and Budapest, destabilized the regimes
in those countries. On September 27–28, Shevardnadze, presumably on Gor-
bachev’s instructions, met with his counterparts James Baker and Hans-Dietrich
Genscher at the un General Assembly in New York to discuss the growing crisis
of East German refugees in Prague and Budapest. The result was that East Ger-
man refugees were allowed to stay temporarily within the compounds of West
German embassies in those cities.π≥

Gorbachev later claimed that by 1989 he was ready to withdraw all Soviet
military forces from Central Europe but that he wanted to do it very gradually,
largely because of domestic constraints not geopolitical realities. In Chernyaev’s
restatement of this thesis, the fear was that ‘‘once we start to withdraw troops,
the howling begins: ‘What did we fight for, what did millions of our soldiers die
for in World War II? Are we renouncing all that?’ For Gorbachev at that time those
issues were very sensitive.’’π∂
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Gorbachev was especially concerned about the positions of the Bush admin-
istration and the West German government. There was no consensus in Wash-
ington on Reagan’s ‘‘romance’’ with Gorbachev. Robert Gates, Richard Cheney,
and Brent Scowcroft dismissed ‘‘new thinking’’ as theatrics at best or as decep-
tion at worst. Even Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, completed by February
1989, did not convince them. Pragmatist and ‘‘realist’’ Scowcroft interpreted it as
‘‘cutting losses’’ and concluded: ‘‘Instead of changing, Soviet priorities seemed
only to narrow.’’π∑

However, by the summer of 1989, Bush and Secretary of State James Baker
concluded that they had to deal with Gorbachev. They also realized that his
personality was crucial. ‘‘Look, this guy is perestroika,’’ Bush said to the skeptical
experts. He dismissed the analysis of the cia’s Soviet desk that indicated that
Gorbachev was losing control over events and could not be a stable long-term
partner. In July, Bush went to Poland and Hungary, where he supported Commu-
nist reformers and discouraged anti-Communist nationalists from rocking the
boat. This trip and Bush’s personal communications to Gorbachev assuaged the
Soviet leader’s fears.π∏ In September 1989, Shevardnadze struck up an extraordi-
nary friendship with Secretary of State James Baker and openly shared with him
the domestic problems facing the Soviet leadership.ππ

The position of West Germany and its plans regarding the gdr also con-
cerned Gorbachev. Aside from a handful of ‘‘new thinkers,’’ the Soviet foreign
policy and military establishment still treated the frg with suspicion. However,
by the end of 1988, Gorbachev had established excellent personal relations with
Chancellor Helmut Kohl, once a bitter critic of the Soviet leader. This sparked a
very rapid shift of Soviet foreign policy on the German Question—one Western
scholar described it as nothing less than ‘‘a reversal of alliances.’’ Simultaneous
with the warming of ties with the frg, gdr-Soviet relations entered a period of
‘‘cold peace.’’ Gorbachev and Shevardnadze denied the East German leaders the
leverage over Soviet foreign policy they had used so many times in the past.π∫

When Gorbachev came to West Germany for a visit on June 11–15, 1989,
enthusiastic crowds greeted him in the streets. The Gorbymania of West Ger-
mans contrasted with the increasingly morose attitude of Soviet citizens toward
their leader. Gorbachev’s Westernism was also reinforced during his talks with
Kohl. The Soviet leader believed he achieved his goal—ensuring that the chancel-
lor became a supporter of Gorbachev’s perestroika and his idea of bringing the
Soviet Union into a ‘‘common European home.’’ In return, he took a very tolerant
stand when Kohl suggested joint interference in the a√airs of the gdr in order to
remove Honecker and encourage changes. Chernyaev contends that the joint
frg-ussr declaration deliberately singled out, from the principles and norms of
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international rights to be observed, the ‘‘respect for the right of national self-
determination.’’ It was a hint that the Soviet Union would not oppose by force
changes in East Germany. At the same time, Kohl assured Gorbachev that he and
his government did not want any destabilization of the gdr.πΩ This informal
understanding was crucial for the subsequent peaceful reunification of Germany.

But Kohl could not possibly have been neutral to the opportunities that the
changes in Central and Eastern Europe provided to West German policy. On
August 25, 1989, Kohl reached an understanding with the reformist leadership of
Hungary to open the Hungarian-Austrian border to defectors from the gdr. In
return, Hungary received 1 billion D-marks to cover its budget deficit. The details
of this understanding, fateful for the gdr, have become known only recently.∫≠ It
is still not known what intelligence Moscow received of the deal. When the
Hungarian leadership sent a note to Shevardnadze about their agreement with
the frg (the monetary side of the deal was not mentioned), Shevardnadze only
answered: ‘‘This is an a√air that concerns Hungary, the gdr and the frg.’’∫∞ In
October, Honecker told Gorbachev that Nemeth received from the spd a loan of
550 million D-marks on the condition that the ‘‘Hungarians opened a border
with Austria.’’∫≤

Gorbachev’s reaction remains unknown. He and other ‘‘new thinkers’’ had
been treating Erich Honecker as a reactionary relic since early 1987 when he
began to voice opposition to Gorbachev’s policies.∫≥ Central Committee secretary
Vadim Medvedev, in charge of relations with socialist countries and ideology, was
in the gdr in September 1989 and came back ‘‘with grave thoughts.’’ His conclu-
sion was that ‘‘the first thing one should have done—was to take a decision on the
change of leadership [referring to Honecker].’’∫∂ At the same time, the kgb in the
gdr reported to Moscow on the lineup in the gdr leadership and indicated
(without giving an explicit political recommendation) that the situation urgently
dictated Honecker’s removal.∫∑

On October 5, 1989, Chernyaev wrote in his diary: ‘‘Gorbachev is flying to the
gdr to celebrate its fortieth anniversary. He is very reluctant to go there. Today he
called and said: I will not say a word in support of Honecker. But I will support
the Republic and the revolution.’’∫∏ In fact, the Soviet leader did not take a clear
stand during his stay in the gdr. Rather, as his behavior showed, he adhered to
his policy of noninterference. Meeting with the East German leadership, he used
cryptic language, saying that history punished those who delayed change. Also, at
a public meeting in Berlin, he quoted the Russian diplomat and poet Fedor
Tyutchev that ‘‘love’’ may be a stronger unifier than ‘‘iron and blood.’’ Was this
quote aimed at the West German leadership, as a warning against schemes of
forced annexation of the gdr? Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice read it this
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way: It was ‘‘a strange way for the leader of the Soviet Union to warn the frg to
respect the ‘postwar realities.’ ’’∫π

Vitaly Vorotnikov recorded the first impressions of this visit that Gorbachev
shared with the Politburo. Gorbachev told his colleagues that Honecker was out
of touch with reality and that a storm was brewing in the gdr. At the same time,
he did not propose any specific measures nor discuss any possible implications
for the ussr.∫∫ On October 16, East German leaders Willi Stoph, Egon Krenz, and
Erich Mielke sent a messenger to Moscow to seek Gorbachev’s support for
removal of Honecker. Mielke, the head of Stasi, believed it was already too late for
a managed transition of power. Instead of addressing the full Politburo, Gor-
bachev convened a conference in his o≈ce, which included Yakovlev, Medvedev,
Kryuchkov, Ryzhkov, Shevardnadze, and Vorotnikov. Gorbachev proposed con-
tacting Kohl and Bush. He also proposed that Soviet forces in the gdr ‘‘should
behave calmly, without demonstrating force.’’ Once Honecker finally stepped
down, the new gdr leader, Egon Krenz, met with Gorbachev on November 1 to
discuss the gdr’s future. Gorbachev was shocked to learn that the gdr owed the
West $26.5 billion and had a $12.1 billion deficit for 1989. He admitted to Krenz
and later to his Politburo colleagues that without assistance from West Germany
the Soviets could not ‘‘save’’ the gdr. Gorbachev approved the proposal of Krenz
to reduce social tension in East Germany by allowing some travel to the West.
Gorbachev and Krenz did not discuss in detail plans for the gradual removal of
the Berlin Wall.∫Ω

The fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9, 1989, caught everyone in Moscow
by surprise. The East German leaders, acting under growing public pressure and
without any advice from Moscow, decided to allow the controlled movement of
population between East and West Berlin. But this bungled attempt to open the
safety valves triggered the political meltdown of the gdr. The events in Berlin
caught Gorbachev, Shevardnadze, and other Kremlin leaders by surprise. The
Soviet ambassador to the gdr, Vyacheslav Kochemasov, tried in vain to reach
Gorbachev and Shevardnadze on a secure phone. As a senior o≈cial at the
embassy recalls it, ‘‘The entire leadership was busy and nobody could find time
for the gdr.’’Ω≠ Gorbachev did not create any crisis commission to deal with the
German Question. There were no substantive discussions of the German issue.
The representatives of the military, as well as experts on Germany, were cut o√
from the decision-making process. Meanwhile, as Lévesque correctly concludes,
the fall of the Wall doomed Gorbachev’s grand design for gradual European
reconciliation. Instead of patiently waiting for the Soviets and the West to con-
struct ‘‘the common European home,’’ the gdr, along with all the countries of
Central Europe, ‘‘hurled itself through the Berlin Wall’’ to join the West.Ω∞
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What was the Soviet leadership thinking on this fateful day? The available
fragmentary minutes and recollections show that during a briefing with select
colleagues in the Walnut Room on the eve of the Politburo session on November
9, Gorbachev shared his concerns about the political situation in Bulgaria and the
separatist trends in Lithuania. The agenda of the Politburo included discussion
on the time and agenda of the Second Congress of People’s Deputies of the ussr
and possible changes in the Constitution. Another big issue was the situation in
Byelorussia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. This was part of a frantic search for
palliatives to block the Baltic drive for political independence. Gorbachev re-
mained optimistic, despite all indications: ‘‘Experience shows that even most
avowed nationalists will not go far.’’ He believed that the Baltic satellites could be
kept in the Soviet sphere through economic incentives. Vorotnikov interjected:
‘‘If all that we say to the Balts became publicly known, there would be an explo-
sion in Russia.’’Ω≤

These episodes highlight the ad hoc nature of Gorbachev’s decision making
and the impact of his optimistic and at the same time temporizing personality on
Soviet policies. Even Gorbachev’s admirer, Georgy Shakhnazarov, later called
him a modern Fabius the Qunctator, a reference to a Roman politician notorious
for his procrastination.Ω≥ At work here were also two conflicting impulses within
Gorbachev. On the one hand, he could not recognize that his vision of reform for
Communism was doomed in Central Europe and East Germany. Gorbachev con-
tinued to believe that ‘‘the socialist base’’ would be ‘‘preserved,’’ and these illu-
sions helped him to ignore a torrent of alarmist voices and watch with sympathy
the spectacular process of the dissolution of Communist regimes, first in Poland
and Hungary and then in the gdr and the rest of Central Europe.Ω∂

On the other hand, Gorbachev did not have nor did he even seek to obtain in
writing any agreement with the West to preserve Soviet ‘‘interests’’ in the region,
such as preventing nato expansion to the East. Dobrynin later fumed: ‘‘Able but
inexperienced, impatient to reach agreement, but excessively self-assured and
flattered by the Western media, Gorbachev and Shevardnadze were often outwit-
ted and outplayed by their Western partners.’’ Gorbachev in particular failed to
state squarely and early enough Soviet terms for reunification (Germany’s neu-
trality, demilitarization, compensation for withdrawal of Soviet troops). Instead,
he temporized, played by ear, and yielded one position after another. Dobrynin
returns to such features of Gorbachev as optimism, self-confidence, and the
unbounded belief in ‘‘forces of history’’ as essentially good and reasonable. This,
he argues, served him badly in international a√airs, as he, in an increasingly
desperate situation, held onto unwarranted expectations that he would, despite
the odds, convince his Western counterparts as to the correctness of his initia-
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tives. This ‘‘emotional makeup of a gambler,’’ Dobrynin writes, was visible even
in 1986 at the Reykjavik summit.Ω∑

The key lies in the interaction between Gorbachev’s personality and his West-
ern counterparts. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Bush administration quickly
seized the initiative from the weakening hands of Gorbachev and played an active
and stabilizing role in ending the Cold War in Europe. For Gorbachev, this was a
very important development. Bush finally acted as he had promised to act when he
was vice president, as an understanding and reassuring partner, following the
model of Reagan’s relationship with Gorbachev. On December 2 and 3, 1989, at
the Malta summit, Bush and Gorbachev achieved what they had wanted to months
before, a personal relationship of mutual trust and respect.Ω∏

It is remarkable, in retrospect, how much Bush, like Reagan before him, came
to believe in Gorbachev as a person of common sense who would admit that the
West had won the Cold War. In preparations for the summit, Bush told nato
secretary general Manfred Wörner on October 11 that the main thing was to
persuade the Soviets to allow continued change in Central Europe and the gdr.
When Wörner warned that Gorbachev would not let the gdr leave the Warsaw
Pact, Bush wondered if he could persuade Gorbachev to let the Warsaw Pact go—
to decide its military value was no longer essential. ‘‘That may seem naive,’’ Bush
said, ‘‘but who predicted the changes we are seeing today?’’Ωπ One could hardly
imagine any U.S. leader trying to persuade Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, or
Andropov ‘‘to let go’’ of the Soviet sphere of influence in Europe.

Other members of the Bush team remained highly suspicious of Gorbachev’s
intentions. To them, it seemed so revolutionary and improbable that the Soviet
leadership was renouncing its geopolitical ambitions that even a year after Malta
they had lingering doubts and tried to convey them to the president. When
Gorbachev joined the United States in a coalition against its longtime ally, Sad-
dam Hussein, Bush, speaking to his advisers, vowed not to ‘‘overlook the Soviet
desire for access to warm water ports.’’Ω∫

But there was a rare harmony between Bush and Gorbachev, as they talked at
Malta in December 1989 one-to-one and almost e√ortlessly agreed on all the
main issues at their first o≈cial summit. Bush startled Gorbachev by beginning
the discussion with the issue of the ‘‘export of revolution’’ and the Soviet pres-
ence in Central America, instead of with Europe. The Americans were relieved
when Gorbachev assured them that the Soviet Union ‘‘has no plans regarding
spheres of influence in Latin America.’’ΩΩ When the two leaders began to discuss
the German Question, Gorbachev had an excellent opportunity to set the terms
for the reunification of Germany and demand from Bush, in exchange for sup-
port for reunification, a firm commitment to the construction of ‘‘a common
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European home’’ with the simultaneous dissolution of the two military-political
blocs as part of a new security structure. Instead, he just came down hard on
Kohl’s ‘‘ten points’’ plan, seeing in it a move by the West German chancellor to
swallow the gdr. In Gorbachev’s words, this move ‘‘put in doubt whether the
government of the frg could be trusted. What would happen? Would a unified
Germany be neutral, not belonging to military-political alliances, or a member of
nato? I think we should let everybody understand that it would be premature to
discuss now one of the other scenarios.’’ He then continued: ‘‘There are two
German states, so history ordered. And let history now decide how the process
should evolve and where it should lead to in the context of a new Europe and the
new world.’’∞≠≠

This was vintage Gorbachev, preferring to talk about principles on which a
new global order and a ‘‘common European home’’ should be based rather than
to haggle about the practicalities of a German settlement—again, a stark contrast
with Stalin as statesman if one compares the record of the Malta summit with the
records of Stalin’s negotiations from 1939 to 1945. The Soviet dictator was a
stubborn bulldog and sly fox simultaneously, fighting for every inch whenever
Soviet state interests (in his view) were at stake and making ‘‘generous’’ conces-
sions only when it suited his overall plan of negotiation. Stalin’s foreign policy
was imperialistic and very costly for his country, yet his negotiating techniques
evoked grudging admiration from other imperialist masters, such as Winston
Churchill and Anthony Eden. Gorbachev, by contrast, did not even try to elicit any
specific agreements and promises from Bush. At that time, he obviously consid-
ered his ‘‘special relationship’’ with Bush as a priority. He was satisfied with
Bush’s assurances that he would not ‘‘dance on the Berlin Wall’’ and not ‘‘jump-
start’’ the process of German reunification.

Various o≈cials in Moscow—including the ambassador to the frg, Yuli Kvit-
sinsky, and Eduard Shevardnadze—had been warning since November 1989 that
the gdr was about to disappear and suggested a preemptive strategy: to put
pressure on Kohl for the idea of confederation of the two states. Alternatively,
Anatoly Chernyaev proposed to work toward ‘‘a new Rapallo,’’ that is, to reach an
early agreement with Kohl about German reunification linking it to Germany’s
commitment to a new pan-European security structure.∞≠∞

But Gorbachev revealed no inclination for preemptive actions and Realpolitik
deals, no matter how serious were their chances for success. For two crucial
months, Soviet foreign policy regarding German reunification was adrift. Only by
the end of January 1990, in preparation for the meeting of foreign ministers of the
four great powers and two German states in Canada, did Gorbachev hold a
policy-making workshop with his closest advisers. They accepted a ‘‘four-plus-
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two’’ formula for negotiations on German reunification. Gorbachev now finally
admitted that the process would lead to reunification, but he still hoped against
hope that the gdr could survive thanks to its own ‘‘perestroika.’’ Gorbachev
allegedly came to this conclusion due to false advice from some German experts
who reflected the antireunification opinions of the West German social demo-
crats. Although, in fairness, other experts had warned him very early on that the
gdr would not sustain itself for long. Also the Soviet leader preferred to let the
‘‘two German states’’ take the lead in the settlement talks and later accepted with
an easy heart the replacement of the ‘‘four-plus-two’’ formula with ‘‘two plus
four.’’∞≠≤ Only in July 1990 did he take Chernyaev’s advice and reach a unilateral
settlement of the German Question with Kohl at Arkhyz, a resort in the North
Caucasus. By that time, Gorbachev’s negotiating hand was extremely weak; but
even so, he never attempted to play his last card, that is, the presence of Soviet
troops on German soil. No ‘‘new Rapallo’’ took place, and Gorbachev did not
seek it, very much to the relief of the United States and other Western countries.

By contrast, there was a determined policy on the part of Kohl, supported by
the Bush administration, to nudge history in the right direction at a rapid but
coordinated pace. This coordinated policy, called by two young members of the
Bush administration ‘‘a study in statecraft,’’∞≠≥ helped produce the desired result:
Germany became part of nato, but the ussr did not get any firm commitments
about the future structure of European security and Moscow’s role in it.

grave digger of soviet power

Gorbachev, in his determination to end the Cold War, had to wage two political
campaigns: one aimed at the West and another at his own people. The main
characteristics of his personality—tolerance for di√erent opinions, idealism, a
moralistic optimism, indecisiveness and procrastination, and a strong belief in
common sense and the universalist interpretation of ‘‘all human values’’—made
him the darling of the West but the subject of near ostracism at home. For this
reason, gradually the relationship between his foreign and domestic priorities
was reversed. Initially, foreign policy was meant to overcome the international
isolation of the ussr, to improve economic and trade relations with the West,
and to wind down the arms race. But by 1987 and 1988, Gorbachev, increasingly
alienated from the party nomenklatura and left without any real support in Soviet
society, gave priority to the integration of the ussr into the world community.
Accordingly, foreign policy became a determinant of domestic policy. His ‘‘new
thinking’’ became a goal in itself, a substitute for a ‘‘normal’’ strategy of states-
manship. Gorbachev believed that his romantic schemes of common interests,
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nonuse of force, and the ‘‘common European home’’ amounted to a ticket for
him and the ussr to join the community of ‘‘civilized nations.’’

Gorbachev’s idealistic rush to bring the Soviet Union into the ‘‘common
European home’’ made him the grave digger of Soviet power. After the Soviet
‘‘empire’’ in Central Europe had collapsed, the Soviet Union itself, ‘‘an a≈rmative
action empire’’ of many old and new nationalities, became vulnerable.∞≠∂ The
growing domestic anarchy, deepening economic crisis, rise of nationalist separa-
tism, and imminent erosion of the existing state structures demanded action. Yet
Gorbachev, as before, continued to rely on grassroots ‘‘processes’’ and believed
that he would manage to forge a new democratic Soviet Union. His overconfi-
dence again let him down, but this time the stake was not Soviet external power
and influence in Central Europe but the fate of the Soviet Union itself. In 1987 and
1988, he adamantly refused to get rid of the recalcitrant Boris Yeltsin, who had
already emerged as a major troublemaker and demagogic populist, by sending
him as an ambassador to a small faraway country. ‘‘Do you take me for Brezh-
nev?’’ he indignantly retorted, when other ‘‘new thinkers’’ warned him that Yel-
tsin was ambitious and dangerous.∞≠∑ By 1991, Yeltsin had become the first popu-
larly elected president of the Russian Federation and wanted to transform this
republic from a nominal entity into the real base from which to challenge Gor-
bachev’s power. Also, inexplicably for the ‘‘new thinkers,’’ Gorbachev refused to
run for popular elections as president of the Soviet Union, a fatal political mis-
take. He also kept the unreformed hard-liners Dmitry Yazov, Vladimir Kryuchkov,
and Oleg Baklanov in charge of the army, the kgb, and the military-industrial
complex.

On August 18, 1991, Gorbachev, his wife, Raisa, and his foreign policy assis-
tant, Anatoly Chernyaev, were on vacation in the Crimea when the majority of
Gorbachev’s ministers took power into their hands. Their principal goal was to
prevent the signing of a ‘‘Union treaty’’ between Gorbachev and the leaders of
fifteen Soviet republics, a document that would have transformed the Soviet
Union into a confederation. What ensued was a parody of the October 1964 coup
that deposed Nikita Khrushchev. Tanks and troops flooded Moscow; Soviet cit-
izens outside the capital and major cities hunkered down, waiting to see what
would happen. But the ruling junta, all members of Gorbachev’s government,
seemed to lack the will to use violence and spill blood. They even failed to arrest
Boris Yeltsin, the newly elected president of the Russian Federation. The coup
leaders, led by kgb chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov (under the nominal leadership
of Vice President Gennady Yanaev), later claimed that they wanted to convince
Gorbachev to be on their side. Gorbachev, according to his own version, angrily
refused and called them ‘‘criminals.’’ For three days, the leader of a superpower
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was the prisoner of the kgb in his Crimean residence, Foros—the architects of
the coup claimed he was ‘‘sick.’’ Gorbachev and his wife had to rely on the news
they received from a shortwave radio procured by his loyal bodyguards. Raisa
Gorbachev was on the verge of a breakdown, apparently believing that she and
her husband could be assassinated at any minute. She insisted on producing a
tape (as proof that they were alive), and one of the housemaids managed to take it
out of their Crimean palace, which was guarded by the kgb, in her underwear.∞≠∏

By August 1991, Gorbachev had squandered much of the Soviet global power
and his personal political authority. His chronic inability to choose a consistent
course of economic and financial reform destroyed Soviet finances, ran up for-
eign debts, and put the huge country with colossal resources on the brink of
default. The peace dividend from the disarmament and the end of the Cold War
did not materialize. The domestic trade and distribution system ceased to func-
tion. The Soviet Union had not experienced such a situation before, even during
World War II. It was this grave crisis that gave mass following to the national-
separatist movements, above all, the one in the Russian Federation. Boris Yeltsin
profited from this enormously.∞≠π Gorbachev was seen as a pathetic and pro-
crastinating figure, hated and despised by many of his fellow countrymen and by
former Soviet allies around the world. Intellectual and artistic elites abandoned
Gorbachev (although he and his wife had cultivated and helped them so much)
and enthusiastically supported the anti-Communist course and rhetoric of Boris
Yeltsin. Even his partners, the Western statesmen who had benefited from the
direction of his policy, did not come through, denying him the large subsidies for
the already bankrupt Soviet budget that he asked for. In July 1991, Gorbachev, on
the brink financially and politically, asked his George H. W. Bush to mobilize
some sort of a Marshall Plan to help convert the Soviet economy into a market
economy. This would have meant a pledge of dozens, perhaps hundreds, of
billions of dollars. However, the fiscally conservative American president reacted
coldly to Gorbachev’s frantic pleas. The American economy was in recession, and
the U.S. budget had no money for the ussr. Matlock concludes that Bush,
despite all his sympathy for Gorbachev the politician, ‘‘seemed to be looking for
reasons not to assist the Soviet Union rather than ways to do so.’’ The fact that his
Western friends abandoned the Soviet leader may have encouraged the hard-
liners in Gorbachev’s entourage to go ahead with plans for the coup.∞≠∫

The meltdown of Gorbachev’s personal power paralleled the meltdown of the
state authority and the disorganization of the army and bureaucracies, as well as
the collapse of the Soviet mentality, which wary conservatives had long warned
about. The democratic nationalist movements in the Baltic republics, Georgia,
Azerbaijan, and Armenia, undermined Soviet control there. And for the first
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time since 1956, a grassroots political movement swept through the capital and
other major Russian cities. A sizable minority of the Russian people, perhaps up
to 15 percent throughout the Soviet Union, with an even larger percentage of
the population of Moscow and Leningrad, supported democratization. Still, the
democratic movement in Russia did remain a minority, and Yeltsin, for all his
popularity among the Russians, had few levers of power. It was a ridiculously
inept coup that handed full power in the Russian Federation to Yeltsin and the
minority of ‘‘democrats.’’

The resistance to the coup was the golden hour of the ‘‘men and women of the
sixties.’’ Together with younger people, students, businessmen, and intellec-
tuals, they rushed to defend the Russian parliament, where Yeltsin stood in
defiance of the Kremlin’s hard-liners. The days of the August confrontation,
capped by the day-and-night vigil around the parliament and the funerals of three
young men who were accidentally run over by the armor sent into Moscow
streets, produced the ‘‘second Russian revolution’’ and introduced the Russian
national identity as a new political phenomenon. The international media, in-
cluding cnn, beamed the image of a defiant Boris Yeltsin, standing on an
armored troop carrier in front of the threatened Russian parliament, around the
world. At the same time, the Soviet military, shattered and demoralized by the
hasty withdrawal from Central Europe and by the storm of venomous criticism in
the liberal media, felt extremely reluctant to use force and spill the blood of
compatriots.∞≠Ω As the leaders dithered, the coup lost its momentum and col-
lapsed like a house of cards. Pathetically, Kryuchkov, Yanaev, and other plotters
flew to the Crimea, where they begged Gorbachev to pardon them and agreed to
be arrested on the spot.

The fact that the active participants of this ‘‘revolution’’ never numbered more
than 50,000 to 60,000 demonstrators does not diminish its significance. Most of
the well-known figures from the Moscow cultural and intellectual elites opposed
the coup and supported the ‘‘revolution.’’ Soviet bureaucrats and the military
abandoned Gorbachev in droves and went over to Yeltsin’s camp. As the ‘‘new
Russia,’’ led by the impetuous Russian president, banned the Communist Party
and separated itself from the Soviet Union, other non-Russian republics rushed
toward independence as well. On December 8, in a state hunting lodge far from
Moscow, Yeltsin and the Communist leaders of Ukraine and Belorussia decided
to disband the Soviet Union.∞∞≠ One last time, Gorbachev refused to use force to
remain in power, but by this time it was probably too late anyway. On Decem-
ber 25, 1991, the triumphant Yeltsin and his supporters forced Gorbachev out of
his Kremlin o≈ce. A bit later, the Soviet flag went down the Kremlin mast one
last time.
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No doubt, the debates about Gorbachev’s personality and his personal choices
will continue for as long as Russia wavers between its need for a strong state,
social stability, and prosperous economy, on the one hand, and the need to
develop a dynamic, self-reliant civil society on the other. Perhaps a consensus on
this question is impossible; in similar circumstances in the past the vision of
liberal internationalists in Russia had di√ered sharply from the concerns of
conservative advocates of the strong state, even the most ‘‘enlightened’’ ones. For
instance, here is the opinion of one ‘‘enlightened’’ conservative, Russian count
Sergei Trubetskoy, concerning Georgy Lvov, the first head of the Provisional
Government after the abdication of Czar Nicholas II in February 1917. To a
remarkable extent, it echoes the modern criticisms of Gorbachev. Trubetskoy
wrote in exile from Paris in 1940:

The populism [narodnichestvo] of Lvov was of a rather fatalistic nature. I am
groping for proper words to characterize his belief in Russian people in
general, in the common people in particular. He imagined them in false tones,
as if through rosy glasses. ‘‘Do not worry,’’ said Lvov to me on the eve of the
first assault of the Bolsheviks in Petersburg in the summer of 1917. ‘‘We need
not use force. Russian people do not like violence. . . . All will settle down by
itself. All will turn out to be well. . . . People themselves will create from its
wise instincts just and light forms of life.’’ I was shocked by these words
of the head of the government in those di≈cult minutes when he ought to
take energetic actions. A true fighter in the matters of economy, in the af-
fairs of the state he was some kind of a believer in non-violence under any
circumstances.∞∞∞

Another Russian émigré, Mikhail Geller, wrote a similar assessment of Gor-
bachev in a book on the history of Soviet society (edited by a former radical
‘‘democrat,’’ Yuri Afanasyev): ‘‘Gorbachev continued to live in the world of illu-
sions. He assuaged himself with chimerical schemes, in the belief that political
zigzags would allow him to retain power, in fact, to aggrandize it.’’ As to the
decision to agree to reunification of Germany on Western terms: ‘‘The decision of
Gorbachev was not an act of [a] statesman who carefully thought through the
consequences of his step. Rather, it was an act of a gambler who believed that, if
he sacrificed the gdr, he would get in return some aces that he would use at
home. Gorbachev seemed to behave like a balloonist who, having discovered that
his balloon was falling down, tosses overboard everything that one could find in
the basket.’’∞∞≤

Without Gorbachev (and Reagan and Bush as his partners), the end of the
Cold War would not have come so quickly. Also without him, the rapid disin-
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tegration of the Soviet Union itself would not have occurred. At each stage of the
Soviet endgame, Gorbachev made choices that destabilized the ussr and sapped
its strength to act coherently as a superpower. And as this chapter has shown,
those choices can be explained only by reference to Gorbachev’s peculiar prefer-
ences and personality traits. A di√erent person could have taken a very di√erent
course of action, and perhaps as a result the Soviet Union would not have col-
lapsed as disastrously as it did, creating so many problems for the future. The
peaceful and rapid end of the Cold War secured Gorbachev’s place in inter-
national history. The unwitting destruction of the Soviet Union made him one of
the most controversial figures in Russian history.
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( EPILOGUE )

★
During the forty years that followed World War II, Soviet leaders and elites
struggled to preserve and expand the great socialist empire that emerged out of
this ordeal. After the historic victory over Nazi Germany, the majority of the
Kremlin leaders, party elites, the military, the security police, and members of the
military-industrial complex came to identify themselves with the idea of a great
power with a central role in the world. The Russo-centric ideas among Russians
in the Communist elites and the national feelings of non-Russians (for instance,
in Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan) became integrated into this new collective
identity. Although terrible losses and material destruction during the war ex-
hausted Soviet society and generated a yearning for a lasting peace and a better
life, these same factors reinforced the growing mood among Soviet elites that the
Soviet Union should and could be a global empire.

Documentary evidence on the Politburo’s activities, as well as diplomatic and
intelligence documents, reveal that the Kremlin recognized global realities of
power and sought, above all, to build Soviet strength. At the same time, the Soviet
socialist empire was constructed and defended in the name of revolutionary and
anti-imperialist ideology. The promises of Leninist ideology—the global struggle
against inequality, exploitation, and oppression; international solidarity with vic-
tims of racism and colonialism; radical improvement of the lives of the toiling
masses—remained written on Soviet banners and in party platforms. The blend of
geopolitical ambitions and Communist ideological promises—the revolutionary-
imperial paradigm—guided Soviet international behavior throughout most of
the Cold War. Soviet leaders from Stalin to Andropov, as well as the majority
of the party elite, foreign policy o≈cials, and security police agents—even the
most cynical and pragmatic among them—were always obliged to justify their
actions by using general ideological formulas and couching them in Marxist-
Leninist jargon.

Joseph Stalin was the most murderous but also perhaps the most cynical and
pragmatic of Soviet leaders. He was determined to consolidate the Soviet ter-
ritorial and political gains made during World War II and to build an exclusive
security bu√er around the ussr. Until the fall of 1945, he was spectacularly
successful: among his assets were the power of the Soviet army, the partnership
with the United States and Great Britain, the devastation and weakness of Central
European countries, the civil war in China, and the high prestige of the Soviet
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Union as the primary force that crushed Nazism. Stalin hoped he could achieve
his expansionist goals without antagonizing the United States. But the Ameri-
cans soon proclaimed themselves the guarantors of the free world against Soviet
expansion. The Soviet-American confrontation was, from the start, geopolitical
and ideological, a clash between two forms of modernity, two ways of life, and
two potentially global empires.∞

The Cold War provided a powerful validation and justification for the Soviet
revolutionary-imperial paradigm. Gradually it became clear that, given America’s
policies of containment and rollback of Communism, the Soviets had to either
dismantle their empire or fight for it with all means at their disposal. Stalin was
quick on the uptake: even before the Cold War began, he was seeking to restore
his absolute control over Soviet elites and society and extend it over the countries
of Eastern Europe. Massive state propaganda, capitalizing on popular feeling,
created a wartime home front. Most members of the elites shared Stalin’s per-
spective that the United States was preparing for another war. As before World
War II, Stalin sought to consolidate Soviet elites and society with a series of
increasingly murderous purges. Militarism, great power chauvinism, and xeno-
phobia in Soviet society peaked in March 1953, when the Kremlin vozhd sud-
denly died.

Stalin’s successors quickly concluded that the war with the United States was
not inevitable. Acting collectively, they designed a ‘‘new foreign policy’’ with the
objective of reducing tensions and ensuring a longtime ‘‘peaceful coexistence’’
between the Soviet Union and Western countries. However, the new evidence
does not support the previously held views that the role of ideology declined after
Stalin’s death in favor of pragmatic state interests. In fact, the new Kremlin rulers
and Soviet elites continued to subscribe to the revolutionary-imperial paradigm,
which remained the core of their collective identity.

Several factors reinforced the strength of this identity. First, the collective
leadership inherited a great empire from Stalin and was determined not to lose it.
In addition to the memories of World War II, ideological and security considera-
tions delegitimized any attempts to argue for Soviet withdrawal from Central
Europe. For instance, by 1953, East Germany became in the eyes of Soviet leaders
and elites the jewel and a hub of their empire in Central Europe, a valuable
geopolitical and ideological asset that the Soviet Union had to maintain at any
cost. The Kremlin also sought to maintain an alliance with China with generous
assistance and by o√ering support of Chinese foreign policy ventures. The East
German factor forced the Soviet Union to keep a huge military presence in
Central Europe at all times, and the China factor constantly pushed the Kremlin
to demonstrate its revolutionary credentials and loyalty to the common ideologi-

2 DF ? 1G D C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI 3I = C P C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



epilogue338

cal principles. Even after the Chinese leaders challenged the Kremlin’s suprem-
acy in the Communist camp, Soviet leaders vacillated between improving rela-
tions with the United States and restoring the Sino-Soviet ideological alliance.
They chose East-West détente, although at the same time, they sided with Chi-
nese and Vietnamese Communists in the Vietnam War.

Second, Kremlin politics favored a leadership that combined flexibility with
toughness and pragmatism with ideological correctness. Khrushchev triumphed
over Beria and Malenkov, claiming that they were prepared to give away East
Germany to the West. And he prevailed over Molotov, arguing before the party
and state elites that Molotov’s rigid diplomacy helped to unite Soviet enemies
instead of dividing them. Although Khrushchev publicly denounced Stalin, he
felt the need to prove he could cleanse the sins of Stalinism from Soviet Commu-
nism while selling it globally as an e√ective alternative to American capitalism.

Third, the economic and military power of the Soviet Union grew rapidly in
the years after Stalin’s death. During the 1950s, the Soviet Union became the
second thermonuclear superpower after the United States. With the growing
power came the temptation to break through the American-made barriers of
containment around the Soviet empire and to force the United States and other
Western countries to accept an accommodation more favorable to Soviet state
interests. Simultaneously, the growth of Soviet capabilities, highlighted by the
launch of Sputnik in 1957 and by Yuri Gagarin in space in 1961, enormously
enhanced the attractiveness of the Soviet model of modernization among the
underdeveloped countries around the world.

Khrushchev’s personal dynamism and ambitions and his periodic, albeit in-
consistent, attempts to de-Stalinize the Soviet system and society became a major
engine behind changes in all areas of Soviet life and policies, including foreign
policy. At first, Khrushchev’s energy and the ‘‘new foreign policy’’ allowed the
Soviets to make significant advances in the international arena. But Khrushchev’s
passionate belief in the revolutionary-imperial paradigm, along with the con-
frontational logic of the Cold War, kept pushing him to tests of will against the
United States and other Western capitalist powers. Khrushchev believed that the
emerging military equilibrium between the Soviet and Western blocs would force
the Western powers to retreat globally. At the same time, he firmly believed that
Soviet Communism was the wave of the future. His obsession with the use of
nuclear brinkmanship and his ideological messianism explain why the ‘‘new
foreign policy’’ quickly changed its emphasis from tension-reduction and de-
fensive pragmatic measures in Europe to risk-taking in Berlin and to exportation
of the Soviet economic and political model to the third world. In 1955 and
1956, Khrushchev and the collective leadership successfully destroyed American
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plans to encircle the Soviet Union. From 1958 to 1962, however, Khrushchev was
supporting so-called movements of national liberation and socialist regimes
throughout the third world, from sub-Saharan Africa to Latin America. This
trend culminated in Khrushchev’s extraordinary and risky decision to protect
Cuba by deploying Soviet missiles there in 1962. Only when Khrushchev was
confronted with the immediate prospect of thermonuclear war did he retreat,
sobered.

The Cuban crisis discredited the practice of nuclear brinkmanship and unre-
strained ideological messianism. The new collective leadership that ousted Khru-
shchev in October 1964 discovered a safer way to promote Soviet interests: nego-
tiations with Western powers and détente from the position of strength. In
Leonid Brezhnev’s view, supported by his lieutenants Gromyko and Andropov,
détente with West Germany and agreements with the United States would be
better for Soviet state interests and for the Soviet socialist empire than applying
pressure on West Berlin and continuing the arms race with the United States.
Brezhnev was crucial for détente in the Kremlin leadership. He was the first
Soviet ruler who built his legitimacy among the elites and Soviet people not only
as the advocate of the accumulation of strength and ideological toughness but
also as a peacemaker. And he was, unlike Khrushchev, an e√ective, patient nego-
tiator. Without Brezhnev, the ‘‘high’’ U.S.-Soviet détente of 1972–74 probably
would never have taken place.

However, Brezhnev, despite his enormous power, was more a consensus seeker
than a decision maker. And he, like his Politburo colleagues and the majority of his
political generation, remained a prisoner of the revolutionary-imperial paradigm.
Although Brezhnev and the Politburo renounced the use of military force for
blackmail, they never felt they had enough of it. At the height of their nuclear
capabilities, Soviet rulers and the military still believed that the United States
remained superior and had policies aimed ‘‘at blackmailing them or else defeating
the Soviet Union in a nuclear war—a mirror image of how American conservatives
tended to view Soviet intentions.’’≤

During the second half of the 1970s, Soviet security and foreign policies were
guided not by a coherent strategy but rather by ideological and bureaucratic
inertia and various factional and political interests. Despite the arms control
negotiations with the United States, the massive Soviet military strategic buildup
continued without interruption. And in the third world, especially in Africa, the
Soviets again, as in the Khrushchev era, found themselves on a slippery slope of
ideological-geopolitical expansionism, in a zero-sum game against the United
States.

American neoconservatives claimed that détente was only a cover for the
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Kremlin’s drive toward military superiority and victory in the Cold War. They were
wrong. Since Stalin’s death Soviet society had been changing; during the 1960s
and 1970s, Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization and then Brezhnev’s détente produced
the first significant cracks in the Soviet home front. Soviet elites, beginning with
the artistic and scientific intelligentsia and ending with some ‘‘enlightened’’ party
apparatchiks, began to overcome the legacy of brutal violence and paranoid
insecurity. The partial opening of the iron curtain and growing opportunities for
international travel and exchange led to a slow diminishing of Soviet xenophobia,
militarism, and ideological collectivism. Although the Soviet military, the kgb,
and the military-industrial complex remained staunchly hard line, other bu-
reaucracies began to lose their Stalinist edge. Among industrialists and economic
managers, there had always been strong support for expanding trade and eco-
nomic ties with Western countries. Among educated elites, the ability for com-
parative and free thinking began to grow. A recent study of the Soviet ideological
landscape in the mid-1960s detected ‘‘a steep decline in the mobilization power of
the Marxist-Leninist ideology and the consequent erosion of the ideological basis
of the regime’s legitimacy.’’ A distinguished Russian scholar concluded in an-
other study that by the early 1970s ‘‘the national dream that the Communist idea
could be realized’’ was dashed to pieces. Instead of the ‘‘strong consensus’’ of the
early 1960s, just one decade later there were ‘‘complete schisms’’ and ‘‘real con-
flicts’’ that ‘‘threatened the very existence of Soviet society.’’≥ This trend continued
during the détente of the 1970s, and even during the early 1980s, and prepared the
scene for the reforms of Mikhail Gorbachev.

Soviet ideology remained, in a bizarre way, part of the Soviet way of life, but
instead of mobilizing, it produced duplicity, cynicism, and doubts. After the
brutal suppression of the Prague Spring in 1968, even the most idealistic Soviet
intellectuals lost interest in the ideological message of Communism. The politi-
cal leadership, bureaucracies, and professional elites began to regard the o≈cial
ideology as a ritual external to their real mind-set. Ideological dogma remained
an instrument of regulating domestic political discourse and delineating domes-
tic politics. It also remained a crucial part of the o≈cial collective identity, cen-
tered on great power chauvinism, while the increasingly nominal international
Communist movement still validated Moscow’s place at the world’s center.

This book confirms the paramount importance of individual leaders in ex-
plaining Soviet international behavior. Stalin, in particular, controlled most cru-
cial areas of policy making, especially state security, ideology, and military and
foreign a√airs. His monopoly of major decisions was striking in scope, but in
the end this monopoly magnified the e√ect of his mistakes and miscalculations
and contributed to the onset of the Cold War. Stalin’s successors were much
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lesser leaders. But their roles, too, were vital, as Khrushchev’s nuclear brinkman-
ship and Brezhnev’s contribution to détente demonstrated. The disintegration of
Brezhnev’s personality, a result of his illness, contributed to the rapid decline of
U.S.-American détente and the growing arms race in Europe and, finally, to Soviet
intervention in Afghanistan in December 1979. This disastrous invasion was the
last major demonstration of the powerful inertia of the revolutionary-imperial
paradigm. The Soviet leaders, alarmed by the prospect of losing Afghanistan to
the United States (they underestimated the potential of Islamic fundamentalism),
resorted to the use of the Soviet army to bring about a change in leadership in
the country. They expected to withdraw troops after a few weeks or perhaps
months. Instead, they got bogged down there for almost a decade. The invasion
of Afghanistan gave a second wind to the U.S.-Soviet confrontation. It also was a
watershed in the history of the Soviet empire. The endless war against the Islamic
guerrillas began to undermine domestic support for Soviet expansionism.

In Washington, the Reagan administration hoped to use the Soviet predica-
ment in Afghanistan to force the Soviet Union into withdrawal from the third
world. It also applied pressure on Moscow to dissuade the Soviets from invading
Poland in 1980–81, when the Solidarity movement challenged the Communist
regime in that country. But economic, political, and military pressures from the
West only pushed the Kremlin to become a beleaguered fortress and to persevere.
Although Soviet leaders secretly renounced the use of military force in Poland,
this decision had little to do with American policies. They also preferred to risk
more losses in Afghanistan rather than su√er the humiliation of unconditional
withdrawal. In the end, the second wind of the Cold War only perpetuated the
Soviet confrontational stance and the anti-American component of the collective
identity of Soviet elites and the aging Politburo leadership.

It was Ronald Reagan’s luck that his presidency coincided with generational
change in the Kremlin and the exit of the Old Guard. Mikhail Gorbachev was
the first Soviet leader since Stalin to reappraise drastically the relationship be-
tween ideology and Soviet security interests. From a Soviet apparatchik, Gor-
bachev evolved into an ideological statesman par excellence, but, instead of the
revolutionary-imperial paradigm, he came up with his own ‘‘new thinking’’—a
vague messianic formula for integration of the world, an ideology that drew on
the ideals of democratized Communism, cherished two decades earlier by many
intellectuals of Gorbachev’s generation. The general secretary ended up being
closer in substance to Western social democracy than to Marxism-Leninism.
Gorbachev wanted to reform the Communist Party, transform Soviet society, and
integrate the Soviet Union into ‘‘the common European home.’’ He harbored,
however, a number of grand illusions. One was that the Soviet Union would grow
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stronger after liberating itself from the Stalinist legacy and the shackles of the
revolutionary-imperial paradigm. Second was that Western capitalist countries
would help achieve this breathtaking project of merging Soviet reformist Com-
munism with a democratic European socialism.

As was the case of previous Soviet leaders, Gorbachev’s leadership played a
crucial role in changing Soviet international behavior. At the end of 1988, Gor-
bachev publicly rejected the ideological rationales behind Stalin’s foreign policy
goals and renounced the use of force, the silence about past crimes, and the
barriers of isolation that propped up the socialist empire. Within a year, this
empire collapsed in Central and Eastern Europe. Two years later, the Soviet Union
itself imploded and disintegrated into fifteen independent states.

There was a long road from Stalin to Gorbachev that prepared this amazing
transformation. Above all, there was a declining will inside Soviet political and
intellectual elites to risk a war. Stalin’s successors began the shift from confronta-
tion to détente in 1953. Khrushchev’s pressure on the West from 1958 to 1962, for
all its highly negative consequences, was not driven by purely aggressive aims; in
his clumsy way, the Soviet leader wanted to convince the Western powers to end
the Cold War on terms acceptable to the Soviet Union. Brezhnev, who had personal
experience of World War II, was convinced that the Soviet people deserved a lasting
peace. The implementation of détente policies required from the Brezhnev leader-
ship, de facto, a surreptitious retreat from class warfare ideology to ideas of part-
nership and cooperation with Western powers, despite their capitalist natures.
Brezhnev’s détente provided an indispensable bridge from Stalin’s quiet war-
mongering and Khrushchev’s blustering to Gorbachev’s ending of the Cold War.

Ideology, it should be stressed again, looms large in the history of the Cold
War in general and in the story of the rise and fall of the Soviet empire in
particular.∂ Ideological factors contributed to Soviet determination to confront
the United States and expand Moscow’s socialist empire, until it became truly
global in the 1970s. Despite the decay of its belief system and growing cynicism,
the Soviet leadership and elites continued to articulate its international behavior
and security interests in both realist and ideological language. But the same
ideological factors made the Soviet Union behave in peculiar, even bizarre, ways
in the international arena. In particular, outdated or misguided ideological as-
sumptions made Stalin inadvertently trigger the confrontation with the United
States and later continue the Korean War. Di√erent, but equally misconstrued,
assumptions led Khrushchev, Brezhnev, and other Kremlin leaders to believe that
it would be possible to negotiate a peaceful coexistence with the United States
from the position of strength. Last, but not least, ideological factors contributed
substantially to the Soviet downfall, as Gorbachev, in his messianic fervor, pro-
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moted the ‘‘new thinking’’ and rejected the use of force as the essential tool of
power politics, even to preserve the state order. In the ultimate historical irony,
the Soviet socialist empire, whose foundation was the ideology of revolutionary
violence, perished by the ideology of nonviolence.

This book on Soviet international behavior brings out the extraordinary role
and nature of American behavior in the Cold War. The United States never ac-
cepted the Soviet socialist empire in Central Europe and fought against all Soviet-
supported revolutionary movements in Asia, Africa, and Central America. Unlike
Western Europeans, Americans provided the ussr very little room for compro-
mises and deals. With the exception of the 1960s and the time of Nixon-Kissinger
détente, U.S. administrations insisted that the Soviets change their behavior and
even their regime before any lasting accommodation could become possible. The
American ideology of political freedom and market capitalism was every bit as
global and messianic as Soviet Communist ideology. In this sense, the Cold War
developed a zero-sum battle between the two messianic centers—imposing the
bipolar confrontational logic onto the world and pushing other countries, move-
ments, and ideologies to the sidelines.∑

The United States emerged from this epic struggle as the only remaining
superpower. But this book should serve as a caution to the Americans, who seem
to draw triumphalist lessons from this victory and apply these lessons to foreign
policy in other regions of the world. Some American politicians and pundits are
too quick to claim that containment of Soviet Communism worked. Those who
do so usually have even today only a very vague idea about the country that was the
target of containment. Reagan’s overzealous admirers continue to claim that his
anti-Communist crusade and sdi won the Cold War. In retrospect, it is hard to
see sdi as anything but a bit player in the finale of the confrontation. At the same
time, Reagan played a vital role in the final stages of the superpowers’ confronta-
tion. He sensed a historic opportunity in his relationship with Gorbachev and
finally seized on it. It was Reagan the peacemaker, negotiator, and supporter of
nuclear disarmament, not the cold warrior, who made the greatest contribution
to international history.∏

The United States was also lucky to have an enemy that represented the ideo-
logical, economic, and political mirror image of Western capitalism. This enemy
was the product of the European search for modernity. In other words, the Cold
War was a competition between very distant cousins, who fought over the best
way to modernize and globalize the world, not between the friends and foes of
modernization and globalization. Some Western scholars and many Russians
today believe that Russia had the great misfortune to be a testing ground for an
especially vicious and violent means of modernization that promised a shortcut
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from economic and social backwardness to modernity and acculturation, rational
planning, and social justice.π At first, the Soviet version of fast-track moderniza-
tion granted the Soviet Union a victory in World War II, propelled it to super-
power status, and won millions of supporters in the underdeveloped third world.
Later, however, especially during the 1970s, it became obvious that the American
model of modernization, with its political freedoms, private entrepreneurship,
and allures of mass consumerism, was much more innovative and resourceful.
With the help of the American model, Western Europe, Japan, and some other
U.S. allies (although not all of them) emerged as societies with greater prosperity
and quality of life than any in the Soviet bloc. Western Europeans managed to
combine the benefits of market with social programs. The developed capitalist
countries were also much more successful at economic and ultimately political
integration than were the countries of the Soviet bloc.

What mattered in the end was the decline of Communist ideology inside the
Soviet empire and among elites and the growing appeal of Western models of
democracy and modernization. Contrary to Leon Trotsky’s expectation in 1926
and Khrushchev’s boasts in 1961, the world capitalist train ran at ever-faster
speeds. It became gradually obvious to the leaders, elites, and general citizenry in
the ussr that the train of Soviet socialism would never catch up with it; rather, it
was lagging further and further behind, disastrously. This, in turn, undermined
the validity of Soviet ideology and the imperial identity of the most ‘‘enlightened’’
segments of Soviet elites. If the Soviet road of modernization turned out to be not
a fast track but a deadlock, why not change tracks? If the socialist empire was
increasingly burdensome and generated ‘‘afghanistans’’ and bankrupt regimes in
Central and Eastern Europe that needed to be propped up with Soviet subven-
tions, why not abandon this empire? Gorbachev, with his false ‘‘new thinking,’’
represented a futile, but historically understandable, closing of the circle: he
wanted to integrate the Soviet anti-capitalist experiment with Western democ-
racy. The rebellious cousin was knocking on the door of a distant cousin, asking
for reconciliation.

However misguided, Gorbachev’s ‘‘new thinking’’ ensured a peaceful end to
one of the most protracted and dangerous rivalries in contemporary history. The
colossal military power of the Soviet Union, amassed for decades, did not and
could not compensate for its profound flaws—the erosion of ideological faith
and political will in the Kremlin and among influential segments of Soviet elites.
Gorbachev and those who supported him were not prepared to shed blood for
the cause they did not believe in and for the empire they did not profit from.
Instead of fighting back, the Soviet socialist empire, perhaps the strangest em-
pire in modern history, committed suicide.
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Abbreviations
The following abbreviations are used throughout the notes.

AGF Archive of the Gorbachev Foundation, Moscow

AMS Archive of the Memorial Society, Moscow and St. Petersburg

APRF Arkhiv Prezidenta Rossiyskoi Federatsii (Archive of the President of the

Russian Federation), Moscow

AVPRF Arkhiv vneshnei politiki Rossiyskoi Federatsii (Archive of Foreign Policy

of the Russian Federation), Moscow

Brown ‘‘Understanding the End of the Cold War, 1980–1987,’’ oral history

conference, Watson Institute, Brown University, Providence, R.I., May 7–

10, 1998

CC Central Committee

CPSU Communist Party of the Soviet Union

CSA Central State Archives, Sofia, Bulgaria

CSACH Central State Archive of Contemporary History, Tbilisi, Georgia

CWIHP Cold War International History Project, Woodrow Wilson International

Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C.

d. delo (file)

dok. dokument (document)

f. fond (collection)

FBIS-USR Foreign Broadcasting Information Service, reports on the USSR

Fort Lauderdale ‘‘Global Competition and the Deterioration of U.S.-Soviet Relations,

1977–1980,’’ Harbor Beach Resort, Fort Lauderdale, Fla., March 23–26,

1995

FRUS Foreign Relations of the United States

GAPPOD AzR State Archive of Parties, Political Organizations, and Movements of the

Azerbaijan, Baku, Azerbaijan

GARF Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Rossiyskoi Federatsii (State Archive of the

Russian Federation), Moscow

inv. inventory

Jachranka ‘‘Poland, 1980–1982: Internal Crisis, International Dimensions,’’

conference organized by the NSArch, the CWIHP, and the Institute for

Political Studies of the Polish Academy of Sciences, Jachranka, Poland,

November 8–10, 1997

KDB Forthcoming collection of U.S. and Soviet documents on the Kissinger-

Dobrynin back channel declassified by the U.S. State Department and the

Ministry of Foreign A√airs of the Russian Federation
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l. list (page)

LC Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, Washington, D.C.

Lysebu I ‘‘U.S.-Soviet Relations and Soviet Foreign Policy towards the Middle East

and Africa in 1970s,’’ transcript of a workshop at Lysebu, Norway,

October 1–3, 1994, edited by Odd Arne Westad (Oslo: Norwegian Nobel

Institute, 1995)

Lysebu II ‘‘The Intervention in Afghanistan and the Fall of Détente,’’ transcript of a

workshop at Lysebu, Norway, September 17–20, 1995, edited by David

Welch, Svetlana Savranskaya, and Odd Arne Westad (Oslo: Norwegian

Nobel Institute, 1996)

Musgrove I ‘‘Salt II and the Growth of Mistrust,’’ conference organized by the Carter-

Brezhnev Project, sponsored by the Center for Foreign Policy

Development of the Thomas J. Watson Jr. Institute for International

Studies at Brown University and the NSArch, Musgrove Plantation, St.

Simons Island, Georgia, May 6–9, 1994, edited by David Welch with

Svetlana Savranskaya (Providence: Center for Foreign Policy

Development, Brown University, 1994)

NARA National Archives, College Park, Md.

NSArch National Security Archive, George Washington University, Washington,

D.C.

OHPECW Oral History Project on the End of the Cold War, under the leadership of

Dr. Oleg Skvortsov, transcripts at Institute of General History, Academy

of Science, Moscow, and NSArch

op. opis (inventory)

pap. papka (folder)

per. perechen (listing)

por. portsia (portion)

PRO Public Records O≈ce, London

PUWP Polish United Workers Party (Polish Communist Party)

RGALI Rossiyski Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Literatury i Iskusstva (Russian State

Archive for Literature and Arts), Moscow

RGANI Rossiisky Gosudartsvenny Arkhiv Noveishei Istorii (Russian State Archive

for Contemporary History), Moscow

RGASPI Rossiisky Gosudarstvenny Arkhiv Sotsialnoi i Politicheskoi Istorii

(Russian State Archive for Social and Political History), Moscow

RRPL Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, Simi Valley, Calif.

SAPMO-BArch Stiftung Archiv der Parteien und Massenorganisationen der DDR im

Bundesarchiv (Records of East Germany in German State Archives),

Berlin

tetr. tetrad (notebook)

TsADKM Tsentralny Arkhiv Dokumentalnikh Kollektsii Moskvy (Central Archive of

Documentary Collections of Moscow)
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TsAODM Tsentralny Arkhiv Obschestvennikh Dvizhenii Moskvy (Central Archive of

Public Movements of Moscow)

TsKhDMO Tsents Khranenia Dokumentov Molodezhnykh Organizatsii (Center for

Storage of Documents of Youth Organizations), Komsomol Archives,

Moscow

VKP(b) All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks)
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McGi√ert Ekedahl and Goodman, Wars of Eduard Shevardnadze.

61. Gromyko, Andrei Gromyko v labirintakh Kremlia, 133–37.
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see Schweizer, Reagan’s War.

72. Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev, 113–22. Anatoly Chernyaev, Gorbachev’s foreign policy
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Svobodnaia Mysl 11 (2002): 39–41; Gorbachev, Zhizn i reformi, 1:276; Kornienko, Kholodnaia
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74. Gorbachev’s letters to Reagan, March 24, June 22, and September 12, 1985, Executive

Secretariat of the NSC, Head of State File: USSR: Gorbachev, box 40, RRPL.

75. Dobrynin, Sugubo doveritelno, 92, 622–23. In the Russian edition of his memoirs,
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nin, Sugubo doveritelno, 655; Sagdeev, Making of a Soviet Scientist, 271.
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84. Remarks of Robert McFarlane on SDI, Brown; Tannenwald, Understanding the End of the

Cold War.
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122. Chernyaev, Shest Let s Gorbachevym, 69; Chernyaev, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva v kontekste

liderstva,’’ 50–51, 53; Dobrynin, Sugubo doveritelno, 653.
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137. Chernyaev’s minutes at the Defense Council, May 8, 1987, AGF; Odom, Collapse of the
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1. See, for example, Lebow, ‘‘Long Peace,’’ 249–77; Gaddis, ‘‘International Relations

Theory,’’ 5–58; Wohlforth, ‘‘Realism and the End of the Cold War,’’ 91–129; Hopf, ‘‘Getting

the End of the Cold War Wrong,’’ 202–8; Risse-Kappen, ‘‘Did ‘Peace Through Strength’ End

the Cold War?’’ 162–88; Tannenwald and Wohlforth, ‘‘Role of Ideas,’’ 3–12; English, ‘‘Sociol-

ogy of New Thinking,’’ 43–80.

2. Lévesque, Enigma of 1989, 252.

3. Brown, Gorbachev Factor, 317. For other works emphasizing Gorbachev’s personality, see

Greenstein, ‘‘Reagan and Gorbachev’’; and Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev.

4. Chernyaev, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva v kontekste liderstva’’; see also his Shest Let s Gor-

bachevim and 1991 god.

5. Volkogonov, Sem Vozhdei, 2:322–23. An account of intellectual debates on Gorbachev’s

role can be found in Guerra, Urss, 131–60.

6. Boldin, Krusheniie pedestala; Ligachev, Zagadka Gorbacheva; Vorotnikov, A bylo eto tak;

Ryzhkov, Desiat let velikikh potraysenii; Ryzhkov, Perestroika; Kryuchkov, Lichnoie delo; Leonov,

Likholetie; Medvedev, Chelovek za spinoi; Shenin, Rodinu ne prodaval; Akhromeyev and Kornienko,

Glazami marshala i diplomata; Kornienko, Kholodnaia voina; Falin, Politische Erinnerungen; Peche-

nev, Gorbachev; Pechenev, Vzlet i padeniie Gorbacheva; Gromyko, Andrei Gromyko v labirintakh

Kremlia; Yeltsin, Ispoved na zadannuiu temu; Dobrynin, In Confidence, and the Russian edition,

Sugubo doveitelno. Also, I used transcripts of the interviews with Soviet o≈cials in OHPECW.

7. Chernyaev, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva v kontekste liderstva’’; see also his Shest Let s Gor-

bachevim and his 1991 god; Shakhnazarov, Tsena Svobody; Medvedev, V komande Gorbacheva;

Medvedev, Raspad; Yakovlev, Predisloviie, obval, posleslovie; Shevardnadze, Moi vybor v zaschitu

demokratii i svobody; Grachev, Dalshe bez menya; Grachev, Kremlevskaia khronika; Palazhchenko,

My Years with Gorbachev and Shevardnadze. In addition to these sources, I used the materials of

the ‘‘oral history conferences’’ on the end of the Cold War, with the participation of some of

the same figures. See Tannenwald, Understanding the End of the Cold War and ‘‘End of the Cold

War in Europe.’’

8. Brutents, Nesbyvsheesia, 651.

9. Gorbachev, Zhizn i reformi, vols. 1 and 2; Gorbachev, Avgustovskii putch; Gorbachev,

Dekabr-91. See also his conversation with Russian intellectuals in his Perestroika.

10. Furman, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva,’’ 62.

11. Ligachev, Inside Gorbachev’s Kremlin, 126, 128. The literal translation of the Russian title of

this work is‘‘Gorbachev Enigma.’’

12. See Brooks and Wohlforth, ‘‘Economic Constraints and the End of the Cold War,’’

273–309.

13. Oleg Grinevsky, senior Soviet arms negotiator, contends that the Kremlin even consid-

ered fall-back plans to repeat ‘‘the Cuban scenario’’ of 1962 by responding to U.S. deployment

of Pershings in West Germany with equally provocative deployments of Soviet arms in the

immediate vicinity of the United States. Grinevsky, ‘‘Understanding the End of the Cold War.’’

Georgy M. Kornienko believes that this is a figment of Grinevsky’s imagination. Telephone

conversation between author and Kornienko, Moscow, June 29, 2002.
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15. Gates, From the Shadows, 330–34, 335–40.

16. Chernyaev in Grivensky, ‘‘Understanding the End of the Cold War,’’ 78.

17. Obviously, ‘‘the Chinese road’’ was not the term the Soviets used in the 1980s. At that
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18. Gates, From the Shadows, 385–88, 439; Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, esp. 765; Bush and

Scowcroft, World Transformed; see also the analysis in Gartho√, Great Transition.

19. Politburo meetings, October 4 and 8, 1986, Chernyaev’s notes, AGF, f. 2, op. 1.

20. Michael Ellman and Vladimir Kantorovich convincingly conclude that ‘‘the USSR was
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NSArch.

22. Furman, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva,’’ 70–71.

23. Brown, Gorbachev Factor, 59, 220–30.

24. Oral communication of Geo√rey Howe, in Strober and Strober, Reagan, 327.

25. Furman, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva,’’ 71.

26. In early March 1988, the newspaper Soviet Russia published a feature article by ‘‘a

professor from Leningrad,’’ Nina Andreeva, under the title ‘‘I Cannot Forsake My Principles.’’

It quickly became a manifesto of the forces that opposed the radicalization of reforms. Some

Poliburo members, including Yegor K. Ligachev, encouraged this process. Gorbachev was at

the time on a trip abroad, but when he returned, he addressed the issue at the Politburo and

used the ‘‘Andreeva a√air’’ as an occasion to rout conservative forces.

27. Politburo meeting, March 24–25, 1988, Chernyaev’s notes, AGF, f. 2, op. 1.

28. Politburo meeting, March 24–25, 1988, Chernyaev’s notes, NSArch.

29. Chernyaev, 1991 god, 15–16.

30. Kozlova, Gorizonti povsednevnosti Sovetskoi epokhi.

31. Chernyaev, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva v kontekste liderstva,’’ 52.

32. Shakhnazarov, Tsena Svobody, 47; Furman, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva,’’ 66; see also Vladi-

mir Shemyatenkov, deputy head of the Cadre Department of the CC CPSU in 1985–88, who

implies that Gorbachev was too good for Soviet society. Interview with Shemyatenkov by Oleg

Skvortsov, Moscow, November 18, 1998, OHPECW.

33. Chernyaev, Shest Let s Gorbachevim, 278, 280.

34. Interview with Ligachev by Oleg Skvortsov, Moscow, December 17, 1998, OHPECW.

35. Medvedev, Chelovek za spinoi, 214–15, 225; interview with Valery Boldin by Oleg Skvort-

sov, Moscow, February 24, 1999, OHPECW.

36. Chernyaev, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva v kontekste liderstva,’’ 59.

37. Furman, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva,’’ 65–67.
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38. Chernyaev, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva v kontekste liderstva,’’ 56; see also his Shest Let s

Gorbachevim, 241, 343.

39. Furman, ‘‘Fenomen Gorbacheva,’’ 67.

40. Perestroika desiat let spustia, 102–3; Gorbachev’s last words give credibility to the version

of Ligachev and Boldin about the post-1986 political confrontation between Gorbachev and

the party cadres—that it was the result of political liberalization and democratization of the

Soviet regime.

41. This important debate cannot be resolved on the basis of today’s scholarship. It is true

that when Gorbachev introduced ‘‘elements of democracy’’ into the party he made it possible

for the CC Plenums to oust him from power. But Gorbachev then and much later (even in

1990) was able to prevail quite decisively over his critics inside the party.

42. Odom, ‘‘Sources of ’New Thinking’ in Soviet Politics,’’ 150; Ligachev, Inside Gorbachev’s

Kremlin, 128.

43. Interview with Ligachev by Oleg Skvortsov, Moscow, December 17, 1998, OHPECW.

44. Interviews with Kryuchkov by Oleg Skvortsov, Moscow, October 13 and December 7,

1998, OHPECW.

45. Chernyaev’s notes, October 31, 1988, AGF; see also Palazhchenko, My Years with Gor-

bachev and Shevardnadze, 103–4.

46. He told the Politburo on January 21, 1989, that Kissinger hinted at the idea of a USSR-

USA condominium over Europe. ‘‘We should also work on this range of issues,’’ Gorbachev
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Soviet Cold War cartoon of 1949. What appears to be Harry Truman and Winston 
Churchill promoting NATO is actually macabre Pentagon warmongers in disguise. 
(Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)

2 DF ? 1G D 9C 8IPD N : DI D NC /IF? A IG 8N FD NI I = C P 9C : DP DNQ IA 5I NC / IFD
I7 N 1=IIE / N F CNN =IIE N F I N IG FD= INND C G ? N DF NDI -?I 40,

/ N ? A IG INND C G I   

/
I

Q
D

CN
9C

:
DP

DNQ
IA

5
I

NC
/

IF
D

.
FF

D
CN

P
?



Josef Stalin and his future apostate Nikita Khrushchev at Lenin’s mausoleum, 
sometime in 1949–50. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)

Khrushchev heading for work at the Kremlin, flanked by Georgy Malenkov and 
Anastas Mikoyan, 1954. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)
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Armed and dangerous. Khrushchev liked nuclear brinkmanship, but he also liked 
shooting ducks. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian Federation, 
Moscow)

Heroes of a superpower. First cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, at left, at a reception 
with Commander in Chief Khrushchev in April 1961. Left to right: Defense Minister 
Marshal Rodion Malinovsky (hidden behind Gagarin), Marshal Andrei Grechko, 
Khrushchev, Chief of General Staff Marshal Matvei Zakharov, Commander of the 
Strategic Rocket Forces Kirill Moskalenko, Marshal Vasily Sokolovsky (?), and 
commander of Moscow’s anti-air defense Pavel Batitsky. (Courtesy of the Archive 
of the President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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Voyage of peace? Khrushchev advertised 
himself as “the fighter for peace,” but instead 
he made his reputation by exercising ham-
fisted tactics of brinkmanship. (Courtesy of 
the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)

Leonid Brezhnev takes part in the Victory 
Parade on Red Square, June 24, 1945. Later he 
attended Stalin’s banquet. Twenty years later, as 
the general secretary of the Communist Party of 
the Soviet Union, he continued to admire the 
warlord Stalin. (Courtesy of the Archive of the 
President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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Brezhnev once said, “Charm can take you a long way in politics.” He used it well, as 
long as his health allowed it. (Courtesy of the Archive of the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)
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Protesters denouncing 
the “Chinese aggressors” 
who had once been Soviet 
“friends forever,” 1969. This 
generation of Soviet people 
hailed and then denounced 
Stalin and Khrushchev. 
(Courtesy of the Archive of 
the President of the Russian 
Federation, Moscow)

“Détente” means 
“relaxation.” Brezhnev and 
West German state secretary 
Egon Bahr after a relaxing 
hunting trip in Zavidovo, 
Russia, 1971. (Courtesy of 
the Archive of the President 
of the Russian Federation, 
Moscow)
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The Old Guard’s exit. Mikhail Gorbachev and the Politburo “elders” at the Moscow 
train station around 1981. In the front row, left to right, are Gorbachev, Andrei 
Gromyko, Nikolai Tikhonov, Leonid Brezhnev, Mikhail Suslov, Konstantin Chernenko, 
Yuri Andropov, Boris Ponomarev, and Brezhnev’s son-in-law Yuri Churbanov. Behind 
Brezhnev are Dmitry Ustinov and Viktor Grishin. (Courtesy of the Archive of the 
President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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Somber Gorbachev at the end of 1991. After six years of lofty promises of reforms, 
he presided over the dissolution of the Soviet “empire.” (Courtesy of the Archive of 
the President of the Russian Federation, Moscow)
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