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Sources, Methods, and Competing
Perspectives on the End

of the Cold War

The facts . . . are like fish swimming about in a vast and sometimes inacces-
sible ocean. . . . What the historian catches will depend partly on chance, but
mainly on what part of the ocean he chooses to fish in and what tackle he
chooses to use.

– E. H. Carr

It goes without saying that a decade of glasnost has been a boon to scholarship
on Soviet politics and history, including diplomatic history. Although archival
revelations have not, to date, supported any radically new interpretations of
Soviet foreign policy, they have served to clarify important issues and
strengthen one or another long-standing argument on the causes or conse-
quences of the Cold War. Moreover, new documentary sources have contrib-
uted much to works that shed valuable light on precisely how the “Kremlin’s
Cold War” was waged.

But the archival windfall brings potential pitfalls. And, as Carr’s dictum
serves  to remind us,  one of these is  overreliance on the new sources, a
temptation to view Politburo, Central Committee, or Foreign Ministry records
as definitive in and of themselves. The temptation is understandable given that
they offer access to what seems most important: the inner councils of a highly
centralized, dictatorial system. But herein a danger lies, for so centralized and
dictatorial was the Soviet system – fully autocratic under Josef Stalin – that the
decision-making locus was not the Central Committee or Politburo, but Stalin’s
own mind. Also complicating the historian’s task were Stalin’s aversion to
records of his deliberations and his pains to deflect responsibility and depict
authority as lying elsewhere. Thus, the “black box” of early Cold War decision
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making is still only partially open, and only yields to judicious use of new
documents in conjunction with memoirs, interviews, and other sources.

Paradoxically, much the same is true of the least autocratic period in Soviet
history, that of the Cold War’s end. Although perestroika brought politics into
the open as never before, the role of individual leadership in the inception of
radical reforms remains paramount. New Politburo and Central Committee
sources on the early perestroika period are important, but as before – from Nikita
Khrushchev to Leonid Brezhnev – the most critical decisions were taken
elsewhere. The motivations of Mikhail Gorbachev and his closest allies remain
hidden in various personal experiences, private conversations, and meetings
with a wide range of informal advisers. As for the written record, much of it is
to be found in lower-level studies, unofficial policy recommendations, and
unpublished analytical reports. Just as important, but far richer than under
earlier leaders, are the testimonies of living witnesses to the genesis of Gor-
bachev’s reforms.

The purpose of this essay is to illustrate these points while simultaneously
illuminating some of the overlooked factors that led to Gorbachev’s radical
“new thinking” on international relations. While obviously a subject for in-
depth study, a brief treatment can at least begin to mount a challenge to the
dominant explanation of the Cold War’s end. And this explanation is that the
USSR was essentially forced, by economic crisis at home and declining power
abroad, to seek a “concessionary peace.”

By contrast, the “unofficial” sources noted above show that as important as
near-term crisis was long-term change in ideas. The new thinking’s conciliatory,
integrationist, Western orientation was rooted in three decades of study and
debate.  By the mid-s, many economists, scientists, and foreign  affairs
experts were actively promoting policy alternatives. By the late s–early
s, these latter-day “Westernizers” were influential with a small group of
Communist Party reformers, led by Gorbachev, who subsequently drew heav-
ily on their ideas in crafting both his international and his domestic reforms.
So new thinking was not just an ad hoc rationalization for forced retreat, nor
merely epiphenomenal, but a powerful autonomous factor in major policy
change.

This argument,  with  its  foundation in the sources  described above, is
obviously relevant to the empirical concerns of this symposium. It is also
relevant to foreign policy debates, as a counter to the popular view that U.S.

. For example, the  Cuban and  Afghan ventures were not decided by the full
Presidium or Politburo, but by individuals or rump leadership groupings whose motivations – for
all the new sources – remain unclear. From Brezhnev’s “shadow cabinet” to Gorbachev’s “brain
trust,” many decisions are only recorded in participants’ memories, and the Politburo’s invariably
unanimous “endorsement” was a formal ritual. On Brezhnev’s “shadow cabinet” see Vadim
Medvedev, V Komande Gorbacheva: Vzgliad iznutri [On Gorbachev’s team: A view from within]
(Moscow, ); Gorbachev’s “brain trust” is the term of Pavel Palazchenko, My Years With
Gorbachev and Shevardnadze: The Memoir of a Soviet Interpreter (University Park, PA, ).
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pressure – from Star Wars to Afghanistan – was chiefly responsible for the Soviet
“retreat.”

The latter is a good starting point for rethinking common assumptions about
the origins of new thinking. Some proud “hard-liners” find proof of their
arguments (and vindication of their policies) in the documents. For example,
the Politburo’s unanimous choice of Gorbachev in  seemingly confirms the
leadership’s broad recognition of looming collapse and the reforms necessary
to forestall it. A  meeting shows the Politburo passing a resolution denounc-
ing U.S. efforts to “exhaust” the Soviet Union through economic and military
pressure. From such sources as these flows confidence that future archival
revelations will further confirm the forced-retreat view.

Such expectations will likely be disappointed. And it is not just that a large
(albeit underutilized) body of evidence shows something different. It is, in the
first place, the problem of drawing uncritical conclusions from the misleading
or sanitized records of a body that, to the extent that it deliberated and decided
important matters, did so through unofficial, unrecorded channels and that, on
foreign policy, was increasingly not the body that really decided important
matters. To illustrate both points, some of this underutilized evidence will be
presented in addressing three key questions: Why was Gorbachev elected?
What were his intentions for foreign  policy? And where did radical new
thinking originate?

why gorbachev?
Gorbachev’s election as general secretary was unanimous only in the

most formal sense. In fact, there was powerful opposition to his accession,
an outcome that was far from preordained. Here Western hardliners are
simply wrong, and their inattention to unofficial sources is crippling; prob-
ably no other aspect of perestroika is as complex and unrevealed in official
documents as this most critical one of how its initiator came to power.

It is true that Gorbachev was being groomed for higher office even before
the brief reign of his patron, Yuri Andropov (November –February ).
Under Andropov’s own very modest reforms, Gorbachev’s prominence in-
creased. But Andropov died too soon, and so his protégé’s accession was delayed
by the Konstantin Chernenko interlude, a brief respite from change that
permitted Gorbachev more “seasoning” while easing the shock to the rapidly
dwindling old guard before undertaking the necessary and inevitable.

. To be absolutely clear, my argument, as illustrated below, is that foreign and domestic woes
were a necessary but insufficient condition for adoption of radical new thinking.

. A leading exponent of this view is Richard Pipes, whose arguments include “Misinterpret-
ing the Cold War: The Hard-Liners Had It Right,” Foreign Affairs  (January ): –.

. Ibid., . See “Rech’ tovarishcha A. A. Gromyko na plenume TsK KPSS  Marta  goda”
[The speech of comrade A. A. Gromyko at the CC CPSU plenum of  March ], Kommunist 
(): –.

. See the Politburo resolution of  September , in “Ne pozvolim SShA Dostich’ Prevos-
khodstva” [We won’t permit the USA to achieve superiority], Istochnik  (): –.
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In fact, only the first half of this scenario is correct. It omits over a year of
neo-Stalinist backlash, the fact that the Chernenko interregnum was not just a
time when conservatism briefly delayed change – a modest pause in an inevitable
process – but a period of reactionary onslaught. Reform-minded economists,
scientists, area specialists, and others now came under fierce attack. The
severity of the sanctions (reprimands, public humiliation, firings) and breadth
of the offensive (striking liberal academic enclaves from Moscow to Novosi-
birsk, quashing debate in recently enlivened journals, etc.) signaled a harsh
intellectual crackdown.

A reform-oriented plenum on the economy – whose preparations began
under  Andropov  –  was  canceled while the reactionaries, “in a  race with
[Chernenko’s] death,” advanced the scheduled date of the th CPSU Congress
so as to cement their new hard line in the Party Program. Beyond an an-
nounced  percent rise in defense spending, preparations were made for a 
percent increase in the next five-year plan. Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko,
hardly a liberal, was publicly rebuked by the military for his defense of détente.

Neither was the supposedly anointed Gorbachev spared; in an “unprece-
dented” affront, the neo-Stalinist Richard Kosolapov, editor of  the Party’s
theoretical journal Kommunist, refused to publish a major Gorbachev address on
ideology.

In this climate, Gorbachev’s triumph was hardly inevitable. The reactionary
Moscow party boss Viktor Grishin, the old-guard Prime Minister Nikolai
Tikhonov, and the hard-line Central Committee Secretary for Military and
Heavy Industry  Grigory Romanov all reportedly maneuvered to succeed
Chernenko. Gorbachev,  as leader  of Andropov’s  young  protégés  (others

. S. Chugrov, “Kniga Aleksandra Iakovleva i Lilli Marku vo Frantsii” [Alexander Yakovlev
and Lilly Marcou’s book in France], Mirovaia ekonomika i mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia  (): .

. Ibid. In fact, the reactionary offensive had begun late in Brezhnev’s reign and only paused
during the seven months of Andropov’s active leadership. On some early battles in this struggle
see Iakov Etinger, “Ne sleduet uproshchat’ slozhnuiu problemu” [Don’t oversimplify a complex
problem], Nezavisimaia Gazeta,  March .

. G. A. Arbatov, Zatianuvsheesia vyzdorovlenie (– gg.): Svidetel’stvo sovremennika [A delayed
recovery (–): The testimony of a contemporary] (Moscow, ), .

. Izvestiia,  April .
. Ibid.,  September .
. Medvedev, V Komande Gorbacheva, . Against this backdrop, the  readmission to the

Communist Party of Stalin’s aged henchman, Vyacheslav Molotov, was also symbolically important.
. Grishin’s bid was seen in his staged, publicized efforts to portray himself as Chernenko’s

right hand – and obvious successor – as the leader neared death. Yeltsin claims that a list of
Grishin’s planned Politburo changes was later found; Ligachev disputes this but agrees that a
reactionary outcome was indeed narrowly averted. See Boris El’tsin, Ispoved’ na zadannuiu temu
[Confession on a given theme] (Leningrad, ), , ; Yegor Ligachev, Inside Gorbachev’s Kremlin:
The Memoirs of Yegor Ligachev (New York, ), –, –. On Romanov’s moves to dominate the
military-industrial complex, “undermine” Defense Minister Dmitry Ustinov, and build a “spring-
board” to the top see Roald Z. Sagdeev, The Making of a Soviet Scientist: My Adventures in Nuclear
Fusion and Space from Stalin to Star Wars, ed. Susan Eisenhower (New York, ), . On Tikhonov’s
maneuvers and various other “intrigues” see Mikhail Gorbachev, Zhizn’ i Reformy [Life and
Reforms] (Moscow, ), :–.
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included Yegor Ligachev, Nikolai Ryzhkov, and Vadim Medvedev) was “feared
and distrusted by the old guard.”17

Witnesses explain Gorbachev’s election in several ways. Ligachev, in charge of
replacing Brezhnev-era regional holdovers with younger officials, argues that the
latter’s demands for change – which he organized in a campaign on Gorbachev’s
behalf – were crucial. While surely important, Ligachev’s portrayal of this as
decisive, and of his own role in sealing the outcome, is likely exaggerated. So too
is his depiction of the Central Committee as the critical forum; its plenum did
formally elect Gorbachev, as it technically decided all major issues, but only after

the Politburo had issued its decisive “recommendation.”

Another view stresses Gromyko’s support of Gorbachev. As Ryzhkov de-
scribed the fateful Politburo meeting, pro- and anti-Gorbachev factions greeted
each other warily, “like football players on the field before a match,” whereupon
Gromyko (by some prior, secret agreement?) preempted the reactionaries by
quickly speaking up to nominate Gorbachev. Gromyko’s step, argue longtime
associates, was motivated by his high professionalism and distaste for the
corruption that had grown rampant. Others agree that Gromyko’s support was
critical, but argue that his key endorsement came a year earlier, in February
. At that time, upon Chernenko’s succession, it was agreed that Gorbachev
would chair the Central Committee Secretariat and, in Chernenko’s absence,
the Politburo too. With this, Gorbachev became something of an heir-apparent.
Romanov,  Grishin, and  Tikhonov fought  this arrangement, but  Gromyko
brokered a compromise: Let Gorbachev try and “we’ll see how it goes. We can
take up this question again later.”

Beyond such efforts on Gorbachev’s behalf, analysis of his succession must
also acknowledge the role of “his majesty, chance.” When Chernenko died on
 March , a key Politburo hardliner and Gorbachev opponent, Vladimir

. Nikolai Ryzhkov, Perestroika: Istoriia predatel’stv [Perestroika: A history of betrayal] (Moscow,
), .

. Ligachev, Inside Gorbachev’s Kremlin, –.
. Insightful here is the memoir of former Chernenko aide Vadim Pechenev, Gorbachev: K

vershinam vlasti: Iz teoretiko-memuarnykh razmyshlenii [Gorbachev: To the pinnacle of power:
Theoretical-memoiristic reflections] (Moscow, ), –. Had the Politburo “recommended”’
another, it is extremely unlikely that the Central Committee would have done anything but accept
that choice too. On the “inner circle” of Politburo members who really decided key issues, as well
as on the “traditions” that stifled disagreement once a serious proposal had been made, see
Gorbachev, Zhizn’ i Reformy :–.

. Ryzhkov, Perestroika: Istoriia predatel’stv, .
. Anatoly Dobrynin and Alexander Bessmertnykh interviews with the author,  June and

 December .
. Pechenev, Gorbachev: K vershinam vlasti, . He adds, “our temporary arrangements have a

way of becoming permanent.” In Gorbachev’s account, Ustinov – not Gromyko – was his strongest
supporter.

. Gorgii Shakhnazarov, Tsena svobody: Reformatsiia Gorbacheva glazami ego pomoshchnika [The
price of freedom: Gorbachev’s reformation through the eyes of his aide] (Moscow, ), .
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Shcherbitsky, was on a foreign trip. Perhaps also fortuitous was the death, in
December , of Defense Minister Dmitry Ustinov. Given Gromyko’s long-
standing deference to Ustinov, it is hard to imagine him playing the kingmaker
had Ustinov been present. Ustinov, armaments commissar under Stalin, archi-
tect of Brezhnev’s military buildup, and later the champion of a Soviet “Star
Wars” program, reportedly distrusted Gorbachev. Had he lived just three
more months, a different choice in March  is not difficult to imagine.

Given some interplay of these factors, upon Chernenko’s death Gorbachev
was unenthusiastically supported by a slight majority of the old guard. But
their acceptance of him, as grudging as it was, was eased because Gorbachev
concealed the extent of his ambitions for reform behind a moderate, Andro-
pov-like image. On foreign policy his statements were ambiguous, with hints
of change but enough old rhetoric to allay the doubts of conservatives and make
credible Gromyko’s famous warning to Soviet adversaries that behind Gor-
bachev’s smile lay “iron teeth.” A majority of those who chose Gorbachev would
later echo the lament of Politburo member Geidar Aliev that they had been
deceived: “Nobody thought that he’d be a reformer. . . . He didn’t turn out to
be the man we voted for.”

My conclusion briefly addresses the impact of international pressures on
the succession. For now, suffice it to say that the U.S. policy of exploiting Soviet
weakness “by every available means” did not force the Politburo to “choose . . . a
man committed to perestroika and disarmament.” It chose Gorbachev because
he hid the scope of his goals for perestroika and disarmament.

how radical perestroika?
Once elected, Gorbachev swiftly began the difficult process of turning these

goals into policies. In the summer of  he announced a unilateral ban on
nuclear testing. In January  he unveiled a sweeping disarmament plan, then
ordered concessions that led to the first breakthrough on conventional forces,
and in October he shocked the West with his bold Reykjavik gambit. Seen as
mere propaganda by many, their close resemblance to the arms control agree-

. Another member of Brezhnev’s old guard, Dinmukhamed Kunaev, also could not reach
Moscow until after the Politburo’s first, probably decisive, post-Chernenko meeting.

. Pechenev, Gorbachev: K vershinam vlasti, . See also former Politburo aide Valerii Le-
gostaev, “Demokrat s radikal’nymi vzgliadami” [A democrat with radical views], Den’  (): .
By contrast, as noted above, Gorbachev cites Ustinov as one of his supporters who, had he lived,
would surely have backed him in . If so, Ustinov would also surely have regretted it soon
thereafter (see below).

. Ryzhkov, Perestroika: Istoriia predatel’stv, .
. Pechenev, Gorbachev: K vershinam vlasti, , .
. Geidar  Aliev, interviewed in Andrei Karaulov, Vokrug kremlia [Around the Kremlin]

(Moscow, ), –.
. See Pipes, “Misinterpreting the Cold War,” –.
. One of very few analyses to seriously consider the hardline alternatives to Gorbachev’s

course is George W. Breslauer, “How Do You Sell a Concessionary Foreign Policy?” Post-Soviet
Affairs  (): .
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ments later concluded is, in itself, good reason to rethink the seriousness of
Gorbachev’s early proposals.

But there are other reasons too. Unknown at the time was that, before any
of the moves noted above, Gorbachev had met with his military brass and
warned them to prepare for cuts in their once-sacred budgets. The “forced
retreat” school dismisses such revelations of early radicalism as merely
confirming that he was driven by economic necessity. But other sources show
much more. For example, the memoir of an aide describes Gorbachev’s frus-
tration with his own Foreign Ministry and how, in the summer of , he took
the initiative in the Reykjavik proposals by which he sought to eliminate the
nuclear danger in one bold stroke. In other accounts, on issues from arms
control and the Third World to Eastern and Western Europe, the early Gor-
bachev is seen as driven by the principles of nonconfrontation and integration,
not simply the urgency of staving off collapse.

For some, non-interest in (or incomprehension of) alternative interpretations
and evidence is rooted in a view of Gorbachev as an essentially unremarkable
man who simply did what any leader would have been forced to do in his shoes.
A “typical product of the Soviet nomenklatura,” he was by definition incapable
of intellectual innovation or high moral purpose. But even the best-known
aspects of Gorbachev’s biography – his early thaw-era Moscow State legal
education, his experimentation as a regional party boss, his Western travel and
contacts – suggest that this view is wrong. And a closer look confirms it.

A brief review shows how atypical were Gorbachev’s actions in the last years
before perestroika. In , immediately after returning to Moscow as Central
Committee agriculture secretary, he sought out the country’s leading reform
thinkers for private “seminars.” Beginning with economists, Gorbachev’s own
wide-ranging interests – and the close ties between liberal experts on domestic

. William E. Colby interview with the author,  May . On the foreign policy estab-
lishment’s immediate skepticism (and confusion) upon Gorbachev’s rapid initiatives see S. F.
Akhromeev and G. M. Kornienko, Glazami marshala i diplomata: Kriticheskii vzgliad na vneshniuiu
politiku SSSR do i posle  goda [Through the eyes of a marshal and a diplomat: A critical view of
Soviet foreign policy before and after ] (Moscow, ), –, .

. A. S. Cherniaev, Shest’ let s Gorbachevym Po dnevnikovym zapisiam [Six years with Gorbachev:
From private notes] (Moscow, ), . Some Politburo records of – show a more orthodox
Gorbachev arguing for foreign policy changes on grounds of economic necessity. But other
sources reveal a truly radical reformer struggling to convince his conservative colleagues to accept
initiatives that, importantly, originated within a smaller group of advisers equally motivated by
liberal principles of international relations.

. Gorbachev and Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze made no secret of the importance
of calm abroad for reform at home, but that is a far cry from the desperation seen by U.S. hardliners.
A far more analytically (and empirically) powerful realist argument, but one whose self-conscious
emphasis on sources illuminating perceptions of power over evidence on the impact of ideas leads
to a similar conclusion on the singular importance of economic crisis, is William C. Wohlforth,
“Realism and the End of the Cold War,” International Security  (Winter –): –.

. Pipes, “Misinterpreting the Cold War,” .
. Stuart Parrott, “Aganbegyan’s Press Conference in London,” Radio Liberty Research Bulletin

/,  December ; Tatyana Zaslavskaya interview with the author,  April .
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and international affairs – soon brought him together with reform-minded
scientists, foreign policy analysts, and others. The topics of his “extracurricu-
lar” education ranged from thecontemporaryrelevanceof Lenin’s New Economic
Policy (NEP) reforms of the s to a nonescalatory, “asymmetric” response
to the Reagan administration’s Star Wars program.

On a fundamental level, Gorbachev impressed his discussants with his
nonideological approach to international relations, his “social democratic”
outlook, and his interest in global problems.” On a practical level, one of his
main worries was the dictatorial nature of Soviet-East European relations.

During a  visit to Canada, Gorbachev forged a bond with Alexander
Yakovlev – in diplomatic exile for his criticism of Russian chauvinism – and
immediately brought him home to revive the prestigious Institute of World
Economy and International Relations (IMEMO).

Yakovlev would later play a central role in all aspects of perestroika, but
perhaps his most important influence came in the two years before it began. He
quickly energized his institute, “collecting heresies” and forwarding Gorbachev
reformist studies on a broad range of political and economic issues. When the
neo-Stalinists surged in , Gorbachev shielded both Yakovlev and another
unofficial adviser, USA-Canada Institute (ISKAN) director Georgy Arbatov,
from their attacks. He also helped less-known figures such as Alexander
Tsipko, a member of the Institute of the Economy of the World Socialist System
(IEMSS), whose critique of “developed socialism,” praise of NEP, and ties to
the Polish Solidarity movement enraged powerful reactionaries.

whence new thinking?
The Tsipko case points up the fact that the members of Gorbachev’s

“brain trust” were not lone wolves, but only the most prominent of a much

. E. Primakov, “Uchenyi, rukovoditel’, chelovek (K -letiiu akademika N. N. Inozemtseva)”
[Scholar, leader, man (on the th birthday of academician N. N. Inozemtsev)], Mirovaia ekonomika
i mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia  (): ; Sagdeyev, The Making of a Soviet Scientist, .

. Vladimir Tikhonov and Yevgeny Velikhov interviews with the author,  May  and 
December .

. “Vo mnogom poteriannaia zhizn’ ” [In many ways a wasted life], Sobesednik  (); “Vokrug
sensatsii i bez nego” [With and without sensation], Moskovskii komsomolets  (January ).

. Cherniaev, Shest’ let s Gorbachevym, –, –.
. Chugrov, “Kniga Aleksandra Iakovleva,” ; Medvedev, V Komande Gorbacheva, –; Oleg

Kalugin interview with the author,  July . A common view, based on some of his mass-cir-
culation writings of the early to mid-, is that Yakovlev was deeply anti-American. Not only
does this ignore other sources, it also conflates anti-Reaganism and anti-Americanism while
forgetting the bitter political climate of that time; it was “to deflect attention from his real political
agenda, that is radical reform, that he felt obliged to adopt the rhetoric of the most orthodox critics
of the U.S.” Morton Schwartz, American Political Science Review  (June ): .

. Arbatov, Zatianuvsheesia vyzdorovlenie, .
. Vadim Pechenev interview with the author,  May . The object of an academic “witch

hunt” and banned from publishing or foreign travel, Gorbachev’s intervention saved Tsipko’s job
and halted further attacks: Alexander Tsipko interview with author,  May . See also A. S.
Tsipko, Nekotorye filosofskie aspekty teorii sotsializma [Some philosophical aspects of socialist theory]
(Moscow, ).
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larger number of new thinkers. The latter were a diverse group, including not
only economists and arms-control experts, but also historians, philosophers,
scientists, and journalists. Many were based in Moscow centers such as
IMEMO,ISKAN,IEMSS,andtheCentralEconomic-MathematicalInstitute
(TsEMI). Others found greater freedom in regional enclaves from Tartu and
Tbilisi to Novosibirsk. What they all had in common was a commitment to
humanizing and opening up their country.

They were “children of the th Congress” who had studied and awakened
to politics during Khrushchev’s reforms. Instead of Stalin’s “hostile capitalist
encirclement” and terror, they were formed by “peaceful coexistence” and thaw.
Beyond inspiration, such changes also brought the concrete prerequisites of
new thinking: access to Western academic and policy literature, travel abroad
for research and conferences, and increasing freedom to explore, criticize, and
propose at home – within their institutes and broader specialist circles.

Most Soviet “intellectuals” were not bold reformers. Many were conformists
or careerists and, after ’s crushing of the Prague Spring and crackdown on
dissidence at home, still more of the liberal minded retreated into cynicism.
But not all, for as Khrushchev-era hopes waned with the ossification of Brezh-
nev’s gerentocracy, some new thinkers responded with even greater activity.

On economic issues, for example, the innovation of some, such as Abel
Aganbegyan and Tatyana Zaslavskaya of the Novosibirsk Institute, has long
been known. More recent sources shed light on the even bolder initiatives of
Stanislav Shatalin and others of TsEMI, by the early s a “breeding ground
of marketeers and anti-Marxists.” But some of the most radical reform
proposals came from an even less well-known economist, Nikolai Shmelev. In
several limited-circulation studies of the mid-s, Shmelev argued for mar-
ketizing the Soviet economy by opening it to the West: Foreign trade should
not be a central monopoly, but the decision of each self-managing, self-financ-
ing enterprise; joint ventures and foreign investment should be sought; cur-
rency convertibility should be achieved, followed by membership in the World
Bank, IMF, and GATT. Shmelev also lamented the squandering of détente’s
opportunities; instead of opening to spur competition, innovation, and exports,
the USSR was simply selling oil to import grain. The result was a growing trade
deficit and dependency on oil earnings, which were “not likely to last beyond
the s.”

. An overview of these changes is Jerry Hough, Russia and the West: Gorbachev and the Politics
of Reform (New York, ).

. “‘ dnei’i drugie dni  moei zhizni” [The “ days” and other days of my life],
Nezavisimaia gazeta,  March .

. Nikolai P. Shmelev, Problemy i perspektivy ekonomicheskikh sviazei Sovietskogo soiuza so stranami
zapada [The problems and prospects of economic ties between the Soviet Union and Western
countries] (Moscow, ), . See also idem, Ekonomicheskie sviazi vostok-zapad: Problemy i vozmozh-
nosti [East-West economic ties: Problems and possibilities] (Moscow, ); and idem and V. P.
Karavaev, Osobennosti podkhoda evropeiskikh stran SEV k problemam ekonomicheskikh otnoshenii s zapadom
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Space does not permit similar detail on every new thinker, but a few
examples show the challenges to orthodoxy posed in all areas of international
relations. For example, IMEMO and ISKAN analysts criticized the class-based
approach to Third World countries, faulted the development strategies foisted
upon them by the USSR, and contrasted Soviet military-industrial priorities
there with American support of multilateral aid,  private  investment, and
general emphasis on “basic human needs.” And in a modest proposal to limit
the international weapons trade,  junior Foreign Ministry analyst Andrei
Kozyrev openly revealed that the USSR had become the Third World’s main
arms supplier.

In , focusing on Asia, ISKAN analyst Vladimir Lukin broke with the
official line on Sino-American rapprochement by noting its “objective founda-
tion” in Soviet behavior; the United States had drastically reduced its Asian
military presence and China threatened no one, but Soviet deployments in the
region had only grown. A similar rethinking of the Soviet threat was seen in
works on U.S.-Soviet relations, such as a review of American strategic forces
that emphasized not their role as first-strike weapons but as a response to the
huge Soviet missile force.

Specialists’ studies of Western Europe wistfully viewed the progress of
integration while dismissing the threat of German “revanchism.” Analysts also
praised Eastern Europe’s trade ties to the West and hoped that these could help
draw the USSR into better economic and political relations with Europe. As
détente waned, they lamented the Soviet hardline and warned that “ruthless
centralization” was leading to “economic and social degradation and crisis.”

[Special aspects of the European CEMA countries’ approach to problems of economic relations
with the West] (Moscow, ).

. A. Nikiforov, Sovremennyi podkhod SShA k problemam razvitiia osvobozhdivshikhsia gosudarstv
[The USA’s current approach to developmental problems of liberated states] (Moscow, ). See
also V. L. Sheinis, Sotsial’no-ekonomicheskaia differentsiatsiia razvivaiushikhsia stran: tendentsii i perspek-
tivy [Socioeconomic differentiation of the developing countries: Tendencies and prospects]
(Moscow, ); E. A. Bragina, Melkoe promyshlennoe proizvodstvo v strategii osvobozhdivshikhsia stran
na 0ye gody [Light industrial production in the strategy of liberated countries in the s]
(Moscow, ).

. A. V. Kozyrev, “Limitation of the Arms Trade,” in Problems of Common Security (Moscow,
), –.

. V. P. Lukin, Evoliutsiia politiki SShA v otnoshenii KNR na rubezhe kh godov [The evolution of
the USA’s policy toward the PRC on the eve of the s] (Moscow, ).

. A. G. Arbatov, Novye programmy strategicheskikh vooruzhennykh sil SShA [New U.S. strategic
weapons programs] (Moscow, ).

. B. S. Orlov, Sotsial’no-politicheskie korni zapadnogermanskogo neofashizma [The sociopolitical
roots of West German neofacism] (Moscow, ); Osnovnye cherty zapadnoevropeiskoi politicheskoi
integratsii na sovremennom etape [The main contemporary aspects of West European political
integration] (Moscow, ).

. See V. I. Dashichev, ed., Problemy vneshnei politiki sotsialisticheskikh stran [Foreign policy
problems of the socialist countries] (Moscow, ).

. From an IEMSS memorandum of April , cited in L. G. Beliaeva et al., eds., Istoriia i
stalinizm [History and Stalinism] (Moscow, ), –.
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The latter document was not just another study, but a memo to the top
leadership. And it was not the only such initiative. Right after the  Afghan
invasion, IEMSS director Oleg Bogomolov sent the Central Committee a
memo blaming Soviet aggression around the globe for détente’s demise. In
Afghanistan, Soviet policy “went beyond permissible bounds,” and the USSR
was now totally isolated with crisis and dissent looming even in the socialist
bloc. In mid-, viewing the Solidarity stalemate, IEMSS told the Central
Committee that Soviet and Soviet-sponsored policies were to blame for Po-
land’s woes; these included “bribe-taking and corruption,” a “swollen party-
state apparatus,” and the “hypertrophy of the role of the First Secretary and
his entourage.”

sources, methods, and approaches to the cold war’s end
Writing in , one analyst of détente’s collapse argued that “in no case was

the Politburo confronted with advisers who had the treasonous temerity to . . .
challenge the fundamental preconceptions of these old men.” Though clearly
wrong, such earlier studies can be excused for lacking access to today’s sources.
But an empirical problem becomes a methodological one if  an analytical
framework blinds the researcher to evidence that is available to those who
look.

A subtler example is seen in arguments that, while taking new thinking
seriously, undervalue its cognitive basis in applying instrumental models and
various rational-actor assumptions. The new thinkers were policy “entrepre-
neurs” jumping through “windows” opened by changes at the top. The succes-
sion struggle “entailed searching for alternative programs and provided
incentives for younger specialists . . . to publicize alternative perspectives.”

Self-interest surely explains much post- “bandwagoning.” But Gor-
bachev was not elected to be a radical reformer; on the contrary, the political
“incentive structure” led him to conceal the scale of his plans in the succession
period. Moreover, many who “publicized alternatives” did so well before 
when there was little expectation of a strong reformer coming to power. And
for their boldness, many suffered. The case of philosopher Tsipko has been

. “Some Considerations of the Foreign Policy Results of the s,  January ,” cited in
Moscow News  ().

. Nikolai I. Bukharin et al., 0 prichinakh i sushchnosti krizisa  g. v PNR [On the causes and
nature of the crisis of  in the PPR], June . The implied criticism of Brezhnev’s “entourage”
and warning of similar crisis in the USSR was clear.

. Harry Gelman, The Brezhnev Politburo and the Decline of Detente (Ithaca, ), .
. Essentially agreeing with Gelman, though written in the glasnost era, is Vladimir Shlap-

entokh, Soviet Intellectuals and Political Power: The Post-Stalin Era (Princeton, ), .
. George Breslauer, “Explaining Soviet Policy Changes: Politics, Ideology and Learning,”

in Soviet Policy in Africa: From the Old to the New Thinking, ed. Breslauer (Berkeley, ), . On
policy “windows” and “entrepreneurs” see Jeff Checkel, “Ideas, Institutions, and the Gorbachev
Foreign Policy Revolution,” World Politics  (): –.
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noted, the economist Shatalin endured similar persecution, and the outspoken
Polish section at IEMSS was simply crushed.

Also notable is the case of policy analyst Lukin, fired for denouncing the
 invasion of Czechoslovakia. Lukin, along with other “semi-dissidents,” was
taken in by ISKAN director Arbatov. The point is not only that many junior
analysts acted out of principle – against their “rational” self-interest – but that
their better-protected seniors greatly aided future reform by nurturing such
“oases of creative thought.” Many new thinkers made compromises, but so
too did the “enlightened bureaucrats” who did so much for Russia’s Great
Reforms of the nineteenth century, and to portray pre-perestroika politics as a
struggle of dissident heroes and detestable toadies is both unfair and ahistori-
cal.

Of course, the ascendant “Westernism” of nineteenth-century Russia oper-
ated in conjunction with economic and military pressures such as the Crimean
debacle, just as Afghanistan surely catalyzed change in the twentieth. But the
type of change was not preordained, and Star Wars arguably increased the chances
of a reactionary turn. That liberalizing reform was chosen instead suggests that
long-term intellectual change was as important as near-term crisis in the rise
of new thinking. A third, accidental factor, unmentioned above but clearly of
enormous significance, was the Chernobyl tragedy of . The equivalent of a
nuclear bomb exploding on Soviet soil, Chernobyl’s economic impact is well
known but its effect on Soviet thinking about disarmament, interdependence,
and global problems has barely been addressed.

But the most important “accidental” factor, of course, was that of Gorbachev
himself, a leader whose singular path would surely not have been followed by
any of the other contenders for power in . Notwithstanding contemporary
views on “great men” in history, the fact remains that in a dictatorial system the
impact of leadership is paramount, and the possibility of unlocking its secrets
through official documents alone is remote. Perhaps only one thing is truly
clear: Despite some conclusive claims, study of the end of the Cold War is only
just beginning.

. Arbatov, Zatianuvsheesia vyzdorovlenie, –.
. On the historical parallel see Bruce W. Lincoln, In the Vanguard of Reform: Russia’s Enlightened

Bureaucrats (DeKalb, IL, ).
. Adam Michnik, “Tri geneticheskie oshibki” [Three genetic errors], Novoe vremia  ():

–.
. Expanding on the arguments and evidence cited in this essay, my own contribution to this

study is Russia Views the West: Intellectual and Political Origins of Soviet New Thinking (forthcoming,
Columbia University Press).
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