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The author argues, on the basis of a close examination of archival sources (including
Politburo minutes) and the numerous memoirs of leading Soviet political actors, that an
interdependent mixture of new leadership, new ideas, and long-standing institutional
power in the Soviet Union was primarily responsible for the Cold War ending when it did.
While acknowledging that the ‘Reagan factor’ was important in some ways, he rejects the
view that the Reagan administration played the decisively important role in ending the
Cold War, and he contests various arguments which have been advanced in the attempt to
sustain a Realist interpretation of its ending.

No-one in 1985 expected that within the space of seven years Communist rule would
have ended in Europe, the Cold War would be over, and the Soviet Union would have
ceased to exist. Yet when this happened, there was no shortage of observers who were
quick to see such outcomes as little short of inevitable. It is true that a system as
inefficient in many (although not in all) respects as that of Communism could not
have lasted for ever, but it was also a system that had seen off numerous threats over
70 years and one which had strong political as well as military defences.

Various oversimplifications or misunderstandings concerning perestroika and the
end of the Soviet Union have gained more currency than they deserve. Among them
have been the idea that the Soviet Union was on its last legs and doomed to imminent
collapse by the 1980s; the rather different view that the transformation of the Soviet
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system, the ending of the Cold War, and the break-up of the USSR were mainly
brought about by the Reagan administration; the no less fallacious notion that Boris
Yeltsin was primarily responsible for dismantling a Communist system in Russia; as
well as the widespread misconception that Yeltsin’s rule was a continuation of
perestroika but in a more democratic form.1

The focus in this article is on the relationship between perestroika and the end
of the Cold War. I shall argue that the end of the Cold War was a direct result of
the liberalization and partial democratization of the Soviet Union in the second half
of the 1980s and, most especially, of the dramatic change in Soviet foreign policy.
Some attention, however, will be paid to the idea that the changes were brought
about mainly by the Reagan administration and also to the linked, but broader,
interpretations of some of those who regard themselves as realists or neo-realists in the
study of international relations.
The Russian word, perestroika, literally means reconstruction or restructuring. If the

term is to be translated (and in reality it has entered the English language)
‘reconstruction’ is to be preferred, for that term can carry the connotation of building
a new edifice on the same land as well as the alternative and more limited meaning of
no more than a modest updating of the existing building. For many of those in the
Soviet leadership, who paid lip-service to perestroika, it never meant more than the
latter. For Gorbachev and for a number of his key allies in the launch of this political
project, including Aleksandr Yakovlev, perestroika, even at the outset, was more
fundamental – and it became a much more radical conception over time. It also had a
moral dimension. The Russian scholar, Dmitriy Furman, has recently called it ‘a sort of
Marxist Protestantism’.2 A leading reformer who was an influential aide of Gorbachev,
Georgiy Shakhnazarov, had years earlier made the analogy with the Reformation.3

Gorbachev’s dilemma, however – and it was remarked upon even during perestroika –
was that within the secular religion that was the international Communist movement,
complete with Marxist-Leninist scripture, he was both Pope and Luther.
The fact that the impetus for change came from above rather than from a broad

section of the public was, in many respects, a disadvantage, for perestroika had only a
very limited time in which to put down foundations. Elena Bonner has quoted her late
husband, Andrey Sakharov, as saying: ‘We began to create our new house, not from the
basement but from the roof ’.4 That, as Sakharov implied, was far from an ideal manner
in which to go about building a new political structure. Yet it was the only way in
which change on the scale produced by perestroika could have begun in the Soviet
Union in the last decades of the twentieth century. Neither a mass movement from
below for reform nor (still less) a revolution was remotely on the cards. The authorities
treated all unauthorised political protests as if they were a danger to the very existence
of the state. While this did not exactly exhibit confidence in the legitimacy and
popularity of the regime, it was effective enough in nipping embryonic opposition in
the bud. As Furman has remarked: ‘We had one dissident for every 1,000 employees
of the KGB . . . An attempt at revolution would have been immediately stopped at
the onset’.5
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There can be no definitive – still less ‘scientific’ – answer to the question, ‘when did
the Cold War end?’, since the expression ‘Cold War’ is, after all, a metaphor. It is not a
silly metaphor – like the ‘War on Terror’ – but a metaphor, nevertheless. The reality
the ‘Cold War’ encompassed was both an extraordinarily important and extremely
dangerous state of affairs, but the fact remains it was not a war. Granted, however, that
it was the designation for the standoff between the United States and its allies,
especially in Western Europe, on the one side, and the Soviet Union and the
Communist bloc, on the other, there is a very strong argument for holding that the
Cold War, in the most meaningful sense of the term, ended in 1989 when the Soviet
bloc itself ceased to exist. The Cold War began with the Soviet takeover of Eastern
Europe in the form of acquisition of power by Moscow-dominated Communist
parties. It ended when the countries of Central and Eastern Europe became
non-Communist and independent.

Gorbachev’s intention to break with past Soviet practice in foreign policy
manifested itself at the very outset of his General Secretaryship, although this was
not immediately apparent to Western leaders. Even at Chernenko’s funeral in March
1985, Gorbachev told the East European leaders whom he met individually to
expect no more Soviet military interventions to keep them in power.6 It was up to
them to maintain or win the trust of their own people. Later, in a six-page paper
Gorbachev prepared for a Politburo meeting held on 26 June 1986, he was critical
of the Soviet Union’s claim to be the unique authority on Marxist-Leninist
teaching. He said it should not issue directives to Eastern Europe, but should exert
ideational-political influence. The relationship with the ‘socialist countries’, as he
called them, should be on the basis of equality, and it should be fully voluntary.7

In other words, it should provide the force of example rather than the example of
force.

Within a few months of his elevation to the General Secretaryship of the Soviet
Communist Party, Gorbachev replaced the long-serving Foreign Minister, Andrey
Gromyko (who had held that post since 1957), by Eduard Shevardnadze, the Georgian
Party First Secretary who had no experience of international affairs. In that way,
Gorbachev was asserting his own supremacy in the foreign policy-making process
and placing an ally in the Foreign Ministry. Shevardnadze, who was at the same
time promoted from candidate to full membership of the Politburo, became a firm
supporter of Gorbachev’s domestic reforms as well. Gorbachev had some reason to be
confident of Shevardnadze’s like-mindedness. The two men had a private meeting
soon after the Soviet military intervention in Afghanistan and, as Shevardnadze
later put it, they ‘agreed it was a fatal error that would cost the country dearly’.8

The decision had been taken and implemented before the Politburo as a whole was
informed, and, of course, neither Gorbachev nor Shevardnadze voiced their
opposition there. Since major foreign policy decisions were a matter for the inner
leadership within the Politburo, to which neither Gorbachev nor Shevardnadze
belonged, criticism of the invasion of Afghanistan would have led to their speedy
removal from the party elite.
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Once Gorbachev occupied the most powerful post within the Soviet political system,
he could do something about Afghanistan, but – and we can make the comparison with
Vietnam and Iraq – he wanted to get the troops out in a way which looked like a
settlement rather than a defeat. At a Politburo meeting on 17 October 1985 Gorbachev
told the assembled company that he had made it clear to the Afghan leader, Babrak
Karmal, that by the summer of 1986 the Afghans would have to learn ‘how to defend
their revolution’ by themselves. Karmal, he reported, had been ‘dumbfounded’.9

Gorbachev told Karmal that he would have to broaden the base of the regime. Anatoliy
Chernyaev, who at that time was a deputy head of the International Department of the
Central Committee and who, from February 1986, was to becomeGorbachev’s chief aide
on foreign policy, was at that Politburo meeting. He reports that Gorbachev read out
‘several heart-rending letters’ from mothers of Soviet soldiers who had served, and in
some cases died, in Afghanistan. Gorbachev was raising the emotional temperature in an
attempt to persuade the Politburo that the Soviet presence in Afghanistanwas a very bad
mistake. He concluded the discussion by saying: ‘With or without Karmal, we will follow
this line firmly, which must in a minimally short amount of time lead to our withdrawal
from Afghanistan’.10 The process took much longer than he had hoped – partly because
the United States was unresponsive to Soviet worries about handing power over to
Islamist fundamentalists in Afghanistan – and the last Soviet troops left Afghanistan in
February 1989.
So far as Eastern Europe is concerned, Gorbachev, in his major speech to the

Nineteenth Party Conference in the summer of 1988, said that each country must
decide for itself what kind of political and economic system it wanted. He repeated
that statement in his speech to the United Nations in December of the same year, when
it received rather more Western attention.11 The change of policy vis-à-vis Eastern
Europe was even more dramatic and much more far-reaching than the Soviet
withdrawal from Afghanistan. In renouncing the ‘Brezhnev doctrine’, whereby the
Soviet Union had granted itself the right to decide upon the limits of change in Eastern
Europe, Gorbachev had not expected to see such a sudden rejection by the peoples
of Eastern Europe both of their own regimes and of co-operative ties with Moscow.
Yet the citizens of East-Central Europe took Gorbachev at his non-interventionist
word of 1988, acquiring their independence in 1989. German unification followed
in 1990.

Ideas and Interests

What caused such a dramatic break with the foreign policy which had been pursued by
the Soviet Union ever since the end of the Second World War? Various scholars have
set forth arguments which suggest that the Soviet Union was forced into this retreat in
its own interests because it could not keep up with the United States. Some of these
authors downplay the significance of Gorbachev, saying that there was a consensus in
the Soviet leadership on the need for this change of foreign policy. The same writers
play down the importance of ideas – the ‘New Thinking’ which had been germinating
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in leading policy-oriented institutes and which was embraced by Gorbachev and by his
allies and supporters, such as Yakovlev and Chernyaev.

Thus, for example, Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth, in an article in
International Security, were dismissive of an emphasis on the importance of ideas,
writing:

If the meaning and consequences of the material pressures facing the Soviet Union
depended on ideational shifts, then people with different ideas should have had
dramatically different strategic reactions to observable indications of material
change. But this was not the case. A critical mass of old thinkers in the military,
defense industry, foreign ministry, Communist Party apparatus, and KGB saw
essentially the same material constraints Gorbachev did, and so not only acquiesced
to but were complicit in Gorbachev’s strategic response.12

While a stress on ideas or on leadership change to the exclusion of such an important
factor as the long-term decline in the rate of Soviet economic growth would also
be a mistake, it would be far less wide of the mark than the interpretation just cited.
The weight of evidence, in the shape of the Soviet declining growth rate from the 1950s
to the 1980s, suggested that a command economy was less efficient than a market
economy – with the important exceptions of a limited range of specially privileged
sectors, such as military industry, aviation, and space research. Thus, one could argue
that some kind of radical economic reform was in the long-term interest of the people
as a whole. However, it was far from clear in whose particular interests among Soviet
elites such reform was. Exactly the same applies to a radical reduction in military
expenditure, including unilateral arms reductions. At a Politburo meeting which
followed the failure of Gorbachev and Reagan to reach agreement at the Reykjavik
summit of 1986, the KGB Chairman Viktor Chebrikov said: ‘The Americans
understand only strength’.13

The KGB and the Soviet military did well within the unreformed Soviet economy.
The Soviet ministries, especially the many connected with the military–industrial
complex, had a secure place within the system that would be endangered by
marketizing reform. And the Communist Party bureaucracy had a supervisory role
within the economic system that would become superfluous in a market economy.
So far as the top leadership of the country was concerned, the Soviet Union was a
superpower partly because it was the largest country on earth, and one rich in natural
resources, but mainly because of its military strength. It was far from obvious what the
most privileged sections of the Soviet elite had to gain from radical economic reform
or from asymmetrical arms reductions.

The balance of material resources was much more strongly in favour of the United
States and against the Soviet Union when Stalin subjugated the countries of East-
Central Europe to Soviet-style rule and proceeded to consolidate Soviet hegemony
over the eastern half of the European continent. The Soviet Union achieved a rough
military parity with the United States only in the 1970s. Even though the slowdown in
economic growth posed a long-term problem for the USSR, and even if Ronald
Reagan’s America was outspending the Soviet Union in military build-up, the Soviet
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side possessed more than enough nuclear weapons to destroy the United States – and,
indeed, life on earth. President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) was only on
the drawing-board. Even on Reagan’s highly optimistic scenario, whereby these
defensive weapons would ‘render nuclear weapons obsolete’, the process of developing
themwas going to take 20 years.14 Although SDI certainly caused concern to the Soviet
Union because of its likely technological spin-offs, the head of Soviet space research,
Roald Sagdeev, scoffed at the idea that SDI could ever provide a foolproof umbrella
against an incoming missile attack.15 The Soviet Union’s existing force of inter-
continental ballistic missiles with multiple warheads was more than ample to make
any potential American reliance on SDI catastrophically risky.
Under Brezhnev, Andropov and Chernenko, the Soviet leadership reacted very

much as in the past to what they saw as an enhanced threat emanating from the United
States during Reagan’s first term as president. Given the fact that, even on Reagan’s
assumptions about the viability of the SDI programme, mutually assured destruction
(MAD) would prevail for another two decades, it is quite wrong to imagine that the
Soviet leadership was forced to change its foreign policy comprehensively. Indeed, the
first Soviet leader to be chosen (in 1984) after Reagan had announced the SDI
programme in 1983 was Konstantin Chernenko, and during his leadership Soviet
foreign and security policy was firmly in the hands of the veteran ministers, Gromyko
and Dmitriy Ustinov, the Defence Minister (whose death in December 1984 caused
Gorbachev to cut short by a day his first visit to Britain).
Although Gorbachev had by then become the Central Committee Secretary

overseeing foreign policy and Grigoriy Romanov the Secretary overseeing the military
and military industry, so long as Gromyko and Ustinov were, respectively, Minister of
Foreign Affairs and Minister of Defence, their vast experience and seniority made
them the supreme authorities within their separate, but linked, domains. One may
legitimately ask: if the policy pursued by Gorbachev was (as many Western ‘realists’
have claimed, albeit only retrospectively) the sole serious option for the Soviet
leadership, why did such hard-bitten ‘realists’ as Gromyko and Ustinov (or, for that
matter, Brezhnev, Andropov, or even Chernenko) not turn to it at some point during
the first five years of Reagan’s presidency?
It is ironical that, with their emphasis on material resources, some Western scholars

have offered a kind of materialist interpretation of history in accounting for the
change in Soviet policy of the second half of the 1980s. The relative decline in Soviet
economic performance, as compared with advancedWestern countries and the newly-
industrialized countries of Asia was certainly one of the factors spurring the early
stages of Soviet reform after 1985. However, the reform of the Soviet economy during
the period in which the Cold War ended did not come even close to matching the
transformation of the Soviet polity. It was ‘not accidental’ (to use a terminology
hallowed in the Soviet Union) that the Central Committee plenum on political reform,
in January 1987, preceded that on economic reform, held in June of the same year.
The economic reform which took place was far less radical than the political reform,
and the political reform was only tangentially related to the decline in economic
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growth. The measures of democratization introduced under Gorbachev’s leadership –
the introduction of a whole range of freedoms and the establishment of contested
elections for a serious legislature, unlike the old rubber-stamp Supreme Soviet – were
much more important in relation to the end of the Cold War than economic reform.

The domestic political reform, in turn, was not as decisive as the change of policy
towards the outside world. Stephen Brooks and William Wohlforth, in a different
article from that already cited, have referred to the Soviet Union’s client states in
Eastern Europe as ‘modern history’s worst case of imperial overstretch’, thus implying
that the Soviet leadership had little alternative but to give them up.16 In fact, a
contiguous empire was a good deal easier to control than the distant lands of the
British Empire, embracing India and large tracts of Asia and Africa. It was also
militarily and psychologically harder for the Soviet Union to give up what appeared to
be both a buffer zone (to which NATO expansion has subsequently lent credence) and
the reward for victory in the Second World War. Vladimir Kryuchkov, who succeeded
Chebrikov as KGB Chairman in 1988, did not put his head above the parapet to
oppose German unification at the time, but subsequently he was to make his view
sufficiently clear:

In general the treachery of M.S. Gorbachev knows no bounds. When the fate of the
GDR was being decided, the interests of the Soviet Union were trampled upon by
M.S. Gorbachev in the open. He was not made to wait long for praise from the West
for that step. In 1990 the former Minister of Foreign Affairs of Germany, H.-D.
Genscher said the following: ‘The German people will always be grateful to
Gorbachev for what he did to make possible our unity’.17

What we are talking about here is not interests, but perceptions of interests. Just how
subjective the assessment of national interest can be is illustrated by the former KGB
chief ’s evident belief that keeping Germany divided against the will of a majority of its
inhabitants (after democratization had occurred in the rest of East-Central Europe)
was in the Soviet and Russian interest. Gorbachev’s conviction, on the contrary, was
that to facilitate unification, once the demand for it had become sufficiently strong,
was more likely to lead to long-term, good-neighbourly relations.

The Soviet – and American – Context

To explainwhy Soviet leaders whowere far from being ‘new thinkers’ went alongwith the
foreign policy pursued by Gorbachev (with the help of such important political actors as
Shevardnadze and Yakovlev and, in an advisory capacity, Chernyaev and Shakhnazarov),
we need to pay careful attention to Soviet institutional power and systemic norms. More
generally, it is impossible to understand how the ColdWar came to an end – and why it
ended when it did – without an understanding of the Soviet domestic political context.
Lackof suchknowledge limits the usefulness of someof the contributions to the debate on
the end of theColdWar by international relations specialists. That applies stillmore to the
oversimplifications anddistortions on the endof theColdWar by a fair number – though
certainly not all – of those who served in the Reagan administration. The analyses of Jack
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Matlock18 and the memoirs of George Shultz19 are in sharp contrast to the ignorance of,
for example, CasparWeinberger.20Matlockwas the Soviet expert on theNational Security
Council from 1983 until the end of 1986 and a highly-qualified American Ambassador to
Moscow from 1987 to 1991. He knew more than any of the others in the Reagan
administration about how Soviet politics worked on the ground. Shultz, during his years
as Secretaryof State, gainedmuchfirst-hand experience of the evolutionof the thinkingof
Soviet key players in his discussions with Gorbachev and Shevardnadze.
Matlock, in his 2004 book on the end of the Cold War, does not endorse the myth

that Ronald Reagan, through his weapons build-up and embrace of SDI, brought the
Soviet Union to its knees and left its leadership with no alternative but to acquiesce in
the independence of Eastern Europe, seek arms reductions, and end the ColdWar. Like
Shultz, he notes that Reagan wished to negotiate from strength, but he did wish to
negotiate. Matlock dismisses as ‘rationalizations after the fact’ statements by some
former members of the Reagan administration that the policy had been ‘to bring the
Soviet Union down’. President Reagan, Matlock insists, ‘was in favour of bringing
pressure to bear on the Soviet Union, but his objective was to induce the Soviet leaders
to negotiate reasonable agreements, not to break up the country’.21

The Reagan factor was important in many ways, not least because, although he
listened to hard-liners within his administration and outside it, as well as to Shultz, he
had a persistent preference for the policy of dialogue of which Shultz, as Secretary of
State, was a key proponent. Reagan’s importance lay also in the fact that his long-
standing anti-Communist credentials stood him in good stead with conservative
Republicans and he was, accordingly, far less troubled by the domestic opposition of
hard-liners than a Democratic president would have been. It is significant also that
Reagan set great store by personalities and on his personal relations. The fact that he
liked Gorbachev and thought him sincere played a very positive role in making it
possible for them to come to far-reaching agreements.22

In contrast with Jack Matlock’s even-handed account of the roles of Gorbachev and
Reagan in ending the Cold War (with only a mild and understandable bias in favour of
the administration in which he served), the most recent book on the Cold War by one
of its most prominent historians, John Lewis Gaddis, presents a more conventional
Washington view of its ending. Gaddis is surely wrong in suggesting that if Hinckley’s
bullet had killed Reagan in 1981, the Cold War would not have ended because ‘there
would not have been an American challenge to the Cold War status quo’.23 That view
exaggerates the qualitative change in the attitude to the Soviet Union of the Reagan
administration as compared with American administrations from Truman to Carter.
More importantly, it underestimates the extent to which Gorbachev and his ‘new
thinking’ allies were able to reach their own judgements on the changes required
within their system and in Soviet foreign policy without guidance from Washington.
It also – if one abandons the implausible premise that this change was mainly Reagan’s
doing – implies a rather pessimistic view of the American political system. Gaddis
seems to be suggesting that no other president could have emerged who would have
been capable of responding to change in Moscow.
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If the attempt on Reagan’s life had succeeded, his immediate successor would, of
course, have been President George H.W. Bush. When Bush did eventually succeed
Reagan, there was a lull in active diplomacy from the American side, but in due course
he established relations of trust with Gorbachev. If, from the Oval Office, he had
already experienced the frustration of trying to make headway with Brezhnev,
Andropov and Chernenko, Bush would probably have embraced him all the earlier.
Any American president with an ounce of common sense should, with Gorbachev as a
partner, have been able to preside over the end of the Cold War. It is true that Bush –
still more a Democratic president – would have had a tougher fight on his hands to
persuade Washington hard-liners that the Soviet Union was seeking more than a
breathing-space before resuming its quest for world domination. It is very unlikely,
however, that the hard-liners would have prevailed, given the growing popularity of
Gorbachev with the American public, the withering away of the ‘enemy image’, and the
fact that European governmental and public opinion was still more enthusiastically in
favour of entering into dialogue and negotiations with Gorbachev.

Returning to the Soviet side of the equation, neither the idea that the Soviet Union
had no option but to pursue the kind of foreign policy led by Gorbachev, nor the
assertion that there was a consensus in the Soviet leadership in favour of it, stands up
to serious scrutiny. Gorbachev was alone in the Politburo in holding the views he did
in 1985. He became General Secretary not because the Politburo had decided they
needed a ‘soft-liner’, as Richard Pipes has asserted,24 but because he had skilfully
established his position as second secretary to Chernenko and had kept his more
radical thoughts well away from his Politburo colleagues. The views of Viktor Grishin
and Grigoriy Romanov are sufficiently well known. Both of them aspired to succeed
Chernenko, but they were outranked and outwitted by Gorbachev. On the evening
Chernenko died Gorbachev also showed none of the indecisiveness sometimes
attributed to him. He called a Politburo meeting for that same night. Less than 24
hours after Chernenko’s death, not only the Politburo but also a hastily summoned
Central Committee had voted unanimously for him to be the new Soviet leader.25

Realism and Idealism

A conventional view of Soviet state interests, which had prevailed up to the point at
which Gorbachev became General Secretary, was that the more territory the Soviet
Union controlled in Eastern Europe and beyond (politically, militarily, and
ideologically) the better, and the more weapons it accumulated, the more it would
be respected. When Gorbachev presented his draft report for the Nineteenth Party
Conference to a Politburo meeting on 20 June 1988 for the members to give their
comments, he pointed out that in the first draft of a passage on the reduction in the
threat of nuclear war, this had been characterized as ‘thanks to our [military] strength’
(blagodarya nashey sile). That, he said, was incorrect. It should be ‘thanks to the new
thinking’.26 Gorbachev described this emphasis as one of realism,27 but his emphasis
on removing the reasons for conflict – and the huge doctrinal change away from
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irreconcilable ideological and class differences to an embrace of universal interests and
all-human values – was not the kind of ‘realism’ generally to be found in the realist or
neo-realist schools of international relations theorists. In his most recent, retrospective
thoughts on perestroika, Gorbachev describes the new thinking, on both foreign and
domestic policy, as ‘an attempt to think and act in accordance with normal human
common sense’.28

Gorbachev’s foreign policy, notwithstanding his ascription to it of realism and
common sense, was, in many respects, idealistic. While willing to use force as a last
resort, he was always eager to seek negotiated agreements. Thus, while in the end he
supported the United States military response to drive the Iraqi forces of Saddam
Hussein out of Kuwait in 1991, he had hoped to prevent war by using Yevgeniy
Primakov, who combined high political standing with vast experience of the Arab
world (including long acquaintanceship with Saddam), as an emissary who could
persuade Saddam to retreat and thus avoid armed conflict. More generally, Gorbachev
was serious about creating a new world order and even one entirely free of nuclear
weapons. As George Shultz among others has noted, the Chernobyl disaster had a
profound effect on Gorbachev and strengthened the anti-nuclear strand in his
thinking.29

In place of the Soviet Union’s previous goal of spreading Communism around the
world, Gorbachev saw a world which was interdependent, in which interests and values
common to the whole of humanity had acquired priority over all others. This – given
the problems of the age, with the nuclear threat well to the forefront of hismind – called
for co-operation across the old ideological divide. As he later put it, the new thinking
involved ‘recognition that there exists a single interconnected and interdependent
world . . . that is complex and full of contradictions, but is nevertheless a single,
inseparable whole . . . But cooperation, and ultimately partnership could not push
conflict out of the way as long as the division of the world into opposing military-
political blocs existed’.30 The realism that underlay the idealism was expressed by
Gorbachev when he said: ‘The roots of the new thinking lay in the understanding that
there would be no winners in a nuclear war and that in any such event both “camps”
would be blown to kingdom come’. 31

Gorbachev’s perception of what lay in the interests of the Soviet Union was different
from that of other members of the Politburo, although those others began adjusting
their positions once Gorbachev had become party leader, for the Soviet system
remained very hierarchical. Instead of believing that the Soviet Union needed to spend
more on armaments to keep up with the United States, Gorbachev aimed to resolve
major international disputes and to make such heavy military expenditure
unnecessary. Yet his primary foreign policy concern in 1985 – and especially after
the Chernobyl catastrophe in 1986 – was not budgetary, but the prevention of nuclear
war. Gorbachev was well aware that in periods of high tension war could begin by
accident as well as design. As recently as 1983 there had been genuine worries
in Moscow that the United States might be preparing a pre-emptive strike on the
Soviet Union and that Reagan’s heightened anti-Communist rhetoric was a kind
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of psychological preparation of Western publics for this. Britain’s double agent within
the KGB, Oleg Gordievsky, had reported these concerns to his superiors in London,
and a NATO exercise was altered, as a result, to make it abundantly clear that this was
not going to be a disguised first strike.32

Western leaders, with the significant exception of Ronald Reagan, found it hard to
believe that Gorbachev was serious in his declared intention of seeking to outlaw all
nuclear weapons by the year 2000. Yet, Gorbachev was, in fact, deadly serious. After
Chernobyl, he spoke both within his circle of advisers and in the Politburo about how
the accident at that nuclear power plant had strengthened his conviction of the need to
banish nuclear weapons completely. That was certainly not ‘realism’ in the sense in
which that term is used in academic discourse, but, rather, one feature of the
essentially idealistic foreign policy which Gorbachev pursued. Following the Reykjavik
summit, Gorbachev told the Politburo in mid-October 1986 that a ‘qualitatively new
situation’ had arisen. It was necessary ‘to expand further the battle for the liquidation
and complete prohibition of nuclear weapons . . . ’.33 Aleksandr Bessmertnykh, who
was Soviet Minister of Foreign Affairs during the first eight months of 1991, and before
that an influential participant in arms reduction talks, has spoken of Gorbachev’s
discovery in 1985–86 that ‘many leaders in both camps’ preserved ‘pre-nuclear
notions of the world’ at a time when ‘thirty thousand nuclear warheads were sitting in
storages on both sides’. This, says Bessmertnykh, is why Gorbachev, as his first priority,
‘invited other nations to fight the Cold War as a common enemy’.34

Some of those who wish to salvage a ‘realist’ interpretation of the end of the Cold
War, and here I cite again William Wohlforth, this time with James Davis as his co-
author, make the point that ‘no old thinker advocated the use of force in 1989, and
none has since suggested that such a decision would have served Soviet interests’.35

This they link to the long-term decline in the rate of Soviet economic growth, a point
I have already addressed. The same authors aver ‘that hard-liners like Kryuchkov and
Yazov were also unwilling to contemplate the large-scale use of force to rescue the GDR
in 1989. All of these patterns of evidence make it harder to sustain the counterfactual
that German unification would not have happened had Gorbachev not been in
power’.36 The last part of that statement is a non sequitur. It is true that no member of
the top leadership team advocated the use of force in Germany or elsewhere in East-
Central Europe either in the Politburo or in public in 1989. The changes in Soviet
theory and practice which had altered the entire political climate in East-Central
Europe were, however, the work of Gorbachev and his closest ‘new thinking’ allies,
notably (at Politburo level) Aleksandr Yakovlev, Eduard Shevardnadze and Vadim
Medvedev. In 1985 it had not entered the heads of citizens in Warsaw Pact countries
that by the end of that decade they might be living in non-Communist, independent
countries.

A unified Germany was the result of the heightened expectations of Germans which
the developments across the whole of East-Central Europe in 1989 had brought about.
Those expectations were a direct result of liberalization and democratization in
Moscow and of Gorbachev’s explicit break with the ‘Brezhnev doctrine’ – his
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enunciation in 1988 of the ‘right to choose’.37 The failure of those in high places in
Moscow who disapproved of the turn of events in Europe to press their case has to be
seen partly in the context of the conceptual revolution which occurred in the Soviet
Union between 1985 and 1989. Although the innovative ideas and concepts had been
germinating for a long time, the thinking became much less constrained after
Gorbachev came to power.38 The conceptual revolution, like perestroika in general,
was also in many respects a revolution from above. It was stimulated by the new
vocabulary of politics Gorbachev used and by his support, and that of Yakovlev, for the
bolder editors of weeklies and journals. This was all part of the context of the
revolution of rising expectations in Eastern Europe. The idea that a Grishin or a
Romanov – or any other surviving member of Chernenko’s Politburo – would have
given an iota of encouragement to the development of such expectations is wholly at
odds with what we know of the mindset of those ‘old thinkers’.
Before expectations were aroused, the veiled threat of force would have been enough

to keep Eastern Europe under Communist rule. Even in Poland, the most obstreperous
barracks in the camp, Solidarity was able to lead only a subdued underground
existence (holding meetings in church halls) after the imposition of martial law in
December 1981. That did not change until 1988, following the changes in Moscow.
Gorbachev had introduced new ideas and used his institutional power to the full,
contributing hugely to the changed political climate both in the Soviet Union and in
East-Central Europe. His agenda-setting was bolstered by the great domestic authority
which resided in the office of General Secretary of the Central Committee of the
CPSU.39

In many ways debate about whether ideas or interests determine changes in foreign
policy rests on a false dichotomy. Interests can be perceived very differently. Only
Gorbachev within Chernenko’s Politburo was dissatisfied with Gromyko’s conception
of Soviet interests and conduct of foreign policy. To have said so at the time would, of
course, have put an immediate end to his upward trajectory through the Soviet
Communist Party hierarchy. But his choice of advisers (with Aleksandr Yakovlev
already an informal adviser before Gorbachev became General Secretary) and his
replacement of Gromyko as Foreign Minister not, as Gromyko had expected, by one of
his deputies (who would have represented continuity) but by the neophyte,
Shervardnadze, were clear enough indications that Gorbachev wished radically to
reassess the principles of Soviet foreign policy. Gromyko’s outlook, a product of a
different era, was summed up by Anatoliy Dobrynin, the long-serving Soviet
Ambassador to Washington who became a Secretary of the Central Committee and
head of the International Department under Gorbachev. Dobrynin wrote:

[Gromyko’s] chief priority was the defense of our national interests as he saw them
and, first of all, upholding our gains of the hard war that defeated Nazi Germany.
A disciple of Stalin’s, he did not attach much importance to moral aspects of foreign
policy such as human rights . . . He did not believe that such abstract notions could
be a serious factor in policy, or in the possibility of early and radical agreements with
the West.40

12 A. Brown



Gorbachev displayed a lot of political skill in overcoming military opposition as well as
the reluctance of diplomats of the Gromyko school to endorse his bold gestures in the
field of arms control. He used the unscheduled flight of the young West German,
Matthias Rust, in May 1987, to remove the Defence Minister, Sergei Sokolov, and
to replace him with Dmitriy Yazov, who, as Dobrynin notes, ‘knew little about
disarmament talks’.41 Thus, as Dobrynin goes on:

Opposition by the military became more moderate. Sokolov was followed into
retirement by about one hundred generals and colonels, conservative military
leaders who also opposed Gorbachev’s reforms and his concessions to the
Americans. But the military establishment by and large remained discontented with
Gorbachev, and this would show time and again.42

However, contrary to post-Soviet Russian mythology, Gorbachev was the most
popular politician in Russia up to and throughout 1989. It was as late as May–June
1990 that Yeltsin overtook him, according to the most reliable survey research of the
time, that of VTsIOM, the public opinion polling institution established in 1988 with
Tatiana Zaslavskaya as its first Director and Boris Grushin and Yuriy Levada as its
leading researchers.43 President Reagan’s friendly visit to Moscow in 1988 seemed to
provide confirmation that the threat of nuclear war had vanished. The fact that
Gorbachev’s foreign policy was popular with the general public made it harder for
discontented elements within the elite to oppose it openly. With the advent of serious
survey research and, still more important, competitive elections, public opinion had
begun to matter.44

Conclusions

The Cold War began with Stalin’s imposition of Soviet-type regimes in Eastern
Europe. It ended in 1989 when the countries of Eastern Europe were allowed,
peacefully, to gain their independence. Not a shot was fired by a Soviet soldier. This
dramatic turn of events was produced, above all, by a change of leader in the Soviet
Union who used his power of appointment to replace the top foreign policy team and
who introduced a surprising element of idealism into relations with the rest of the
world, displacing the previous unpromising mixture of Leninist dogma and
Realpolitik. On the Western side, while military capability was far from
inconsequential, it was less important than the facts that non-Communist democratic
states had combined far greater political freedom with much more substantial
economic prosperity and social welfare than was to be found in Communist Europe.
The first-hand exposure to Western countries of many of those who were to become
leading figures in the formulation of Soviet foreign policy during the perestroika years –
Gorbachev, among them – had a significant impact on their way of looking at the
world.45

The sources of change are to be found in an interdependent mixture of ideas,
leadership, and institutional power. Harry Truman’s frustration at times with the
limitations on the powers of the American presidency was famously rephrased by
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Richard Neustadt as: ‘Presidential power is the power to persuade’.46 Mikhail
Gorbachev had formidable powers of persuasion – and he used the ‘power to
persuade’ to the full – but to a still greater extent than the American president,
operating in a separation-of-powers system, these were underpinned in Gorbachev’s
case by the vast power and authority of his office.
The long-term causes of the end of the Cold War include the indubitable fact that

democracies, with all their imperfections, turned out to be more just, more efficient,
more prosperous and, it goes without saying, freer societies than the Communist
regimes of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. If the Cold War were to end
peacefully, far greater changes were required in the polities and societies under
Communist rule than in Western Europe or North America. However, the issue
addressed in this article is why the Cold War ended when it did. The constructive
response of the American side in negotiations between the two principal rivals between
1985 and 1990 – with, first, Reagan and Shultz in the leading roles and, subsequently,
Bush the elder and James Baker as the key actors – played an important part in ending
the standoff. However, more decisive factors were the coming to power of Gorbachev,
his selection of a new foreign policy team who shared his values, and Gorbachev’s
willingness to liberalize the Soviet system and then embark on its democratization. His
rejection of the ideological underpinnings of the East–West conflict led, in turn, to a
new emphasis on freedom of choice and the crucial rejection of the use of force to
uphold regimes loyal to Moscow. The end of the division of Europe, which followed
from this, marked the end of the Cold War.
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