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Introduction

A main cause of the Cold War was a Western perception of a Soviet military
threat at the end of World War II. Concerns were initially focused on areas con-
tingent to the Soviet Union, particularly in Europe, where the Red Army had
defeated the forces of Nazi Germany and occupied the territories of neighbor-
ing countries in Eastern Europe. Later, following the first test of a Soviet atomic
bomb in 1949, the threat of a Soviet nuclear attack against the United States and
its allies began to loom large in Western fears. Symmetrically, a key factor in
ending the Cold War was the Soviet effort, launched by Mikhail Gorbachev, to
reduce such fears of Soviet military aggression. The effort consisted of new ini-
tiatives in the realm of arms control and unilateral reductions of Soviet military
capability. Some of these actions constituted significant turning points because
they represented major departures from past practice and policies that would be
difficult to reverse.

This chapter focuses on four key turning points that contributed to the end
of the Cold War and the U.S.-Soviet arms race: (1) the Soviet unilateral mora-
torium on nuclear tests, initiated in 1985, and the subsequent provisions for
on-site seismic monitoring by foreign scientists; (2) the Treaty on Intermedi-
ate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) of 1987, with its removal of entire categories
of nuclear weapons from Europe and intrusive measures of verification; (3) the
unilateral reduction and restructuring of Soviet conventional forces, an-
nounced by Gorbachev in December 1988, and the concomitant pledge to
allow political “freedom of choice” for the member countries of the Soviet
bloc; and (4) the substantial reduction in U.S. and Soviet strategic nuclear
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forces represented by the 1991 START Treaty, and carried out despite the
challenge posed by the U.S. Strategic Defense Initiative.

In examining these four turning points, I find that the material factors—par-
ticularly military and economic—associated with realist theories provide a gen-
eral context for understanding what happened. To understand the sources and
nature of Soviet policy initiatives, however, we must look to the ideas promoted
by Soviet reformers and their transnational allies and the general worldviews and
values of Soviet leaders. The Soviet initiatives should be understood in their do-
mestic political context, but, perhaps surprisingly, domestic politics per se does
not appear to have played a major role in shaping the policies that helped end
the Cold War. This is not because there was a general consensus in the Soviet
leadership on the nature of the foreign policy predicament and how to deal with
it, as some have argued.1 Archival documents, memoirs, and interviews reveal a
wide range of perceptions of the situation and proposals for dealing with it. The
Soviet domestic political structure, however—particularly the centralization of
authority in the top leader of the Communist Party—favored the perceptions
and proposals of Gorbachev and his reformist allies over those of their oppo-
nents. Understanding the sources of the reformers’ views helps us understand
why the Cold War ended when and as it did.

To check the plausibility of an account that emphasizes the perceptions,
ideas, and policy proposals of Gorbachev and his allies, I suggest counterfactual
thought experiments, with comparison of the present cases to similar ones dur-
ing different leadership periods and considerations of changes in timing and
substance to the initiatives that Gorbachev actually put forward. Such an exer-
cise provides a better understanding of the interaction between individual lead-
ers, the ideas promoted by various policy entrepreneurs, and the domestic
political context.

The Unilateral Test Moratorium and On-Site Monitoring

In July 1985, the Soviet Union announced a unilateral halt of its testing of nuclear
weapons to begin on August 6. The initiative represented nothing particularly new
in Soviet policy, and the propagandistic element of starting the moratorium on the
fortieth anniversary of the U.S. atomic bombing of Hiroshima was well within the
standard Soviet diplomatic repertoire. Yet this initiative marked the beginning of
a turning point. The Soviet unilateral test moratorium continued for 19 months
without U.S. reciprocation, making the point (especially to Soviet domestic crit-
ics) that it was not necessary for the USSR to keep pace with the United States in
every dimension of their security competition.

By deliberately deciding not to match the United States in its nuclear test
program, Gorbachev was challenging the sacrosanct concept of “parity.” For
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many in the Soviet armed forces, maintenance of parity with the United States
was already a second- or third-best policy. Traditionally they would have pre-
ferred the pursuit of military superiority or what they called “equal security”—
that is, matching not only U.S. capabilities but also those of China and U.S.
allies in NATO.2 Gorbachev’s declaration that the Soviet Union no longer
needed even to maintain parity with the United States did not go unchallenged.
As Oleg Baklanov, the Central Committee secretary in charge of the military-
industrial sector, recalled in an interview,

On our own initiative, on a quarterly basis or more frequently, we asked Gor-
bachev to meet us so that we could express our views with regard to all elements
of this unjustified unilateral action, whatever it’s called—disarmament, surrender,
or retreat from parity. What could we get in exchange for parity? We could only
lose. Without receiving anything we yielded our positions one after another. We
told Gorbachev about all this, but he would just answer, “Why are you looking at
the West through a gun port? Take off your blinders!”3

Even when Gorbachev, under pressure from representatives of the armed
forces and nuclear-weapons industry, ended the moratorium, he did not allow
resumption of Soviet nuclear testing at anything like the previous rate. Gor-
bachev clearly hoped that the test moratorium would contribute to ending the
nuclear arms race. When U.S. resistance thwarted that goal, he still sought to
use the initiative to set a precedent. The Soviet Union would not match every
U.S. step in the arms race.

More important than setting a precedent for the new policy idea of “reason-
able security” (a less demanding standard than either parity or equal security),
the test ban provided an opportunity for the first on-site monitoring of a Soviet
arms control initiative. The proposal to install seismic monitoring equipment
on Soviet soil to verify the moratorium arose from informal discussions among
U.S. and Soviet scientists during 1985. The U.S. side of the project was run by
a nongovernmental organization called the Natural Resources Defense Council.
Soviet participation was brokered by Evgenii Velikhov, a Vice President of the
USSR Academy of Sciences and an informal adviser to Gorbachev. In approv-
ing measures for on-site verification, Gorbachev bypassed the Foreign Ministry.
Many observers, including former Soviet officials, tend not to recognize this
precedent-setting quality of the test moratorium.4

The NRDC project did not fully resolve the internal Soviet debate on the
merits of on-site verification. On a related issue, Gorbachev faced opposition
from Marshal Sergei Akhromeev, chief of the general staff, to the provisions
of the Stockholm agreement of September 1986 that allowed for challenge
inspections and overflight of Soviet territory to verify compliance with the
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confidence-building measures of that accord. The intrusive verification pro-
visions of the subsequent INF Treaty engendered even more concern within
the Soviet security community. But by allowing NRDC involvement in seis-
mic verification, Gorbachev had made the point that secrecy was more harm-
ful to Soviet security than transparency and he had backed it up by allowing
foreigners access to sensitive Soviet sites to set up their monitoring equip-
ment. The precedent was important for the success of his subsequent arms
control initiatives.

Explaining the Moratorium

Realist accounts of the test moratorium could take a number of forms. The most
plausible version would point to the impetus for the initiative provided by the
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), a program to develop a U.S. antiballistic mis-
sile system, announced by President Ronald Reagan in March 1983. Clearly the
Soviet side sought to forestall development of U.S. strategic defenses by secur-
ing a bilateral moratorium on nuclear tests. The SDI program at that point en-
visioned nuclear-pumped lasers shooting Soviet missiles out of the sky. Despite
the antinuclear tenor of Reagan’s remarks about the program, its success would
depend on extensive testing and use of nuclear explosions. A bilateral halt would
provide a setback to the SDI program, which would be worth whatever degra-
dation of Soviet nuclear technology would be entailed.

A less plausible explanation, compatible with some variants of realism, would
view the Soviet initiative as a response to U.S. “negotiation from strength”—one
of Ronald Reagan’s favorite slogans, and a longstanding U.S. approach to arms
control dating back at least to the Eisenhower administration. In fact, however,
it is difficult to argue that the United States was pursuing a policy of negotia-
tion from strength that in turn induced Soviet restraint in the form of a test
moratorium. On the contrary, the United States had withdrawn from negotia-
tions with the USSR on a comprehensive test ban in 1982, and rejected the idea
of a complete halt to testing as anything but a very long-term goal. The United
States was not negotiating from strength, because it was not negotiating at all.
The Soviet initiative put the U.S. government in an awkward position because
it thrust the comprehensive test ban back onto the arms control agenda.

The decision to launch the unilateral moratorium did not apparently involve
much domestic political debate—not least because diplomats and military lead-
ers viewed it, at least at first, mainly as a propaganda gesture. The fact that the
Soviet side extended the moratorium several times beyond the original period,
even in the face of U.S. refusal to go along, did elicit complaints within the mili-
tary and nuclear-weapons communities, and even among some foreign policy
traditionalists, such as first deputy foreign minister Georgii Kornienko.5 But do-
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mestic politics did not play a prominent role in this initiative. Allowing for-
eigners to set up seismic monitoring equipment near the Soviet nuclear test
ranges was a more controversial decision, but one taken within such a small
group that it does not make much sense to speak of domestic politics as an im-
portant influence on the decision.

What if Gorbachev had not pursued the unilateral moratorium? The initia-
tive served as an important focal point for Western peace movements and for So-
viet reformers alike. In its absence perhaps some other initiative would have
played the same role and not much else would have changed. On the other
hand, the test moratorium exhibited features that made it an especially valuable
opening wedge of Gorbachev’s disarmament offensive—particularly in dealing
with potential domestic opposition to his broader security reforms. A halt in
testing would not in the near term affect the Soviet Union’s core security, so
criticism from the armed forces could be deflected for some time. The technical
aspects of nuclear testing and monitoring a test ban invited participation by re-
form-minded scientists and their Western counterparts—an important Gor-
bachev constituency. Without their success in influencing Soviet policy on the
test ban the scientists might not have been emboldened to pursue more ambi-
tious security-policy reforms, including ones that more obviously challenged the
prerogatives of the military authorities.

Finally, the acceptance of on-site inspections of arms control treaties might
have been harder to achieve, without the precedent of the NRDC project. If
Gorbachev could make the case that on-site monitoring by foreign specialists
served Soviet interests even in the case of a unilateral initiative, it would be that
much easier to advocate such measures for a bilateral treaty that imposed re-
straints on both sides. The negotiation of measures of verification for the subse-
quent nuclear-arms treaties would have been rendered much more difficult in
the absence of foreign monitoring of the test moratorium.

The Treaty on Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces

The Treaty on Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF), signed in Washington
in December 1987, was a key turning point in arms control for two reasons.
First, it entailed a highly disproportionate reduction in Soviet missiles—some-
thing that Soviet leaders before Gorbachev would never countenance, given
their agreement with the military-industrial leadership on the need to maintain
“parity” with the United States and “equal security” with all the other Soviet ad-
versaries. Second, the Soviet side essentially accepted the U.S. “zero option” po-
sition, requiring outright destruction of all of the missiles of a certain class,
including current-generation models, such as the SS–20. The treaty provided for
extensive, intrusive verification provisions, including observation of the actual
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destruction of the weapons. Thus the INF Treaty easily meets the “difficult-to-
undo” criterion for a turning point.

Explaining the INF Treaty

At first blush, the INF Treaty constitutes a strong case for material factors and a
negotiation-from-strength argument. Although the Soviet leaders had for years
favored negotiations on intermediate forces as a follow-on and complement to
the strategic-arms treaties, they had been reluctant to make more than token
gestures of restraint (in limiting deployment of SS–20 missiles, for example) to
signal their interest. Only following the NATO deployment of new U.S. Persh-
ing II and cruise missiles in the autumn of 1983 did the Soviet side negotiate se-
riously. So goes the standard story. It usually includes some reference to the
confidence that Soviet leaders held in Moscow-directed European peace move-
ments to block the deployment of the U.S. missiles. When peace activists failed
to stop the deployment, Moscow saw no choice but to capitulate to U.S. terms.

Evidence from the archives, memoirs, and oral history is not as extensive as
one would like on the question of Soviet views and motivations regarding the
INF debate. There is enough, however, to cast doubt on the standard story. Of
particular interest is a declassified transcript of a Politburo meeting held on May
31, 1983.6 The meeting was intended to determine the appropriate reaction to
the planned deployment of new U.S. cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe
later that year. The scheduled deployment of the missiles was months away, and
European peace activists were regularly organizing mass demonstrations against
them. Nevertheless, every member of the Politburo who participated in the dis-
cussion voiced a firm conviction that the missiles would be deployed despite the
protests. This fact undermines arguments, common at the time and since, that
the Soviet side was counting on the peace movement to prevent the deployment
and only got serious about arms control once the weapons were in place.

It is true that the Politburo in the early 1980s had trouble advancing arms
control proposals that could lead to an agreement. But the problem lay mainly
in a failure of imagination and excessive caution, not in any sense of optimism
that the Reagan buildup could be halted without Soviet concessions. Even when
they assumed the U.S. missile deployment as a fait accompli, for example, the
Soviet leaders could hardly think of anything worth changing in their approach
to arms control. General Secretary Iurii Andropov, chairing the session, asked
early on whether there was a point in even continuing any arms negotiations
with the United States after the deployment. (In the event, the Soviets broke off
all negotiations for over a year.) Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko thought that
it would not be useful to continue them in the current form. “It’s necessary to
introduce something fresher,” he ventured. But the best he could come up with
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was a proposal to unite the talks on intermediate-range nuclear forces (includ-
ing Pershing II, cruise, and Soviet SS–20 missiles) with the talks on strategic nu-
clear weapons (“and tactical nuclear weapons,” added Andropov). Gromyko
offered no changes in the Soviet negotiating position, let alone unilateral reduc-
tions of the sort that Gorbachev would later carry out.7

Defense Minister Dmitrii Ustinov flatly declared that “everything that we are
doing in relation to defense we should continue doing. All of the missiles that
we’ve planned should be delivered, all of the airplanes put in those places where
we’ve designated.” So much for a conciliatory response to “peace through
strength.” Ustinov did, however, make a suggestion for arms control. The ex-
change that followed between Ustinov and Gromyko indicates just how out of
touch some of the leaders responsible for Soviet security policy were. Ustinov
started by suggesting that the Soviet Union propose that both sides reduce their
missiles by 50 percent.

Gromyko: “Reduce what?” Ustinov: “We could reduce all the missiles.” Gromyko:
“We have proposed that.” Ustinov: “Yes, proposed, but we have to make the pro-
posal again.”

That was the extent of the discussion on arms control.8

Not a great deal had changed in the realm of material factors (economic con-
ditions or the military balance) between 1983, when the U.S. missiles were de-
ployed, and 1986, when Moscow made a series of concessions culminating in
acceptance of the zero option: cancellation of the new U.S. missile deployment
in return for destruction of all existing Soviet intermediate forces. The main dif-
ference was a change in the top Soviet leadership—with Gorbachev as General
Secretary and his close ally Eduard Shevardnadze replacing Andrei Gromyko as
Foreign Minister.

A realist perspective might argue that Gorbachev and Shevardnadze had bet-
ter information about the state of the Soviet economy or the degree of U.S. re-
solve than their predecessors possessed, and that this clearer recognition of
material forces informed their policy decisions. Some realists have also argued
that as skeptics of the Gorbachev concessions came to understand better the true
economic situation, they came to accept that there was no alternative to the
Gorbachev policy. The first part of the claim seems plausible, that some Soviet
officials would have better information than others. N. S. Leonov, a high offi-
cial in the KGB during the Gorbachev years, suggested, for example, that “the
people from the Military Industrial Complex or its representatives didn’t take
economics into account at all. They thought that our resources were unlimited.
As if they had not been informed as to the country’s real situation.” But even
with more accurate information, Leonov continued to oppose the conciliatory
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line favored by Gorbachev and Shevardnadze: “We did not favor the Military
Industrial Complex or the military leaders who favored preserving our entire ar-
senal of weapons and demonstrated an uncompromising position on all issues.
But we never shared the views of the foreign ministry.”9

Certainly Gorbachev and his allies were less sanguine than the Brezhnev-era
leaders about the impact of military spending and a confrontational foreign pol-
icy on Soviet economic well-being. But that was more a question of values than
of information. Compared to the previous leadership cohort, Gorbachev and his
allies simply held a different view of the world and the USSR’s role in it, and a
different set of priorities for Soviet domestic development.10 This is essentially
what distinguished Gorbachev and the reformers from the hard-line skeptics—
not a difference in information, but in values and priorities.

Consider, for example the views of Oleg Baklanov, the Central Committee
secretary in charge of the military-industrial sector. Despite Leonov’s claims,
Baklanov was someone in a position to know the true dimensions of Soviet mili-
tary spending and capabilities, even if he remained complacent about their ef-
fects on Soviet society and international standing. When asked in 1999 to
“comment on the point of view according to which in the mid-80s the Soviet
Union exceeded all reasonable limits on military spending,” he replied, “that’s
completely untrue. That’s a propaganda maneuver on the part of those who
brought about our ruin.” Baklanov’s response is consistent with the position he
took publicly at the time, for example, in November 1990 at an international
conference in Moscow on conversion of the military industry to civilian pro-
duction, when he presented figures on the Soviet military burden far lower than
those of the civilian economists in attendance.11

Baklanov’s views on military spending reflected his views on parity. When he
was asked directly about the situation in the late 1980s, “In your opinion,
should defense spending have been cut?” he replied as follows: “I would answer
your question by saying that if the Americans cut defense spending, then we also
had to make cuts.” His interviewer pointed out that “the United States didn’t
make cuts.” “Therefore,” responded Baklanov, “we also shouldn’t have made
cuts. Everything should be identical.”12

Given their disagreements with the interpretation of the situation and the val-
ues espoused by Gorbachev and his reformist colleagues, it is not surprising that
Soviet hard-liners would also object to the policies associated with the “new
thinking.” Serious differences arose in the negotiation of the INF Treaty, in par-
ticular. Some of Shevardnadze’s colleagues in the Foreign Ministry and the Cen-
tral Committee’s International Department charged him with unprofessionalism.
Valentin Falin, a senior specialist on Germany and former Soviet ambassador to
the Federal Republic, accused Shevardnadze of representing the “Capitulationist
Line” in arms control negotiations and of exceeding his mandate.13 The “veter-
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ans” of Soviet foreign policy reserve their harshest criticism for Shevardnadze’s
agreement to give up the SS–23 “Oka” missile, even though, according to Soviet
specifications, it did not even fall within the range provisions of the treaty.14 As
Baklanov complained, “in 1987, for no reason at all, Gorbachev gave away a mis-
sile with a range of five hundred kilometers.”15 Marshal Sergei Akhromeev felt so
betrayed by Gorbachev and Shevardnadze on the SS–23 issue that he nearly re-
signed his post as chief of the general staff.16

In the context of the new thinkers’ vision of a united, nuclear-free “common
European home,” the question of which side, Soviet or American, achieved a
temporary advantage in the petty wrangling over medium-range missiles seems
trivial. The Cold War did not, however, end with the mutual dissolution of mili-
tary blocs, as Shevardnadze and Gorbachev expected, but with the Eastern ex-
pansion of a still nuclear-capable NATO alliance—contrary to what Soviet
officials took to be firm Western commitments not to enlarge the alliance and
to forswear the further deployment of nuclear weapons.17 Thus, even years after
the end of the Cold War, the veteran opponents of the Gorbachev-Shevarndadze
concessions remain bitter.

In retrospect, a number of former Soviet officials believe that the INF con-
troversy could have been resolved much earlier with far fewer Soviet concessions,
if the Soviet leadership under Leonid Brezhnev had shown a little more imagi-
nation and flexibility. Falin, for example, presents considerable evidence con-
cerning the efforts that then West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt made
to persuade Brezhnev to show some restraint in deployment of the SS–20 mis-
siles in the late 1970s.18 Falin, Kornienko, and others believe that some minor
concessions on Brezhnev’s part might have undermined NATO support for the
“counterdeployment” of Pershing and cruise missiles.19 Such counterfactual rea-
soning produces a plausible alternative history,20 but one that would not have
constituted a turning point of any significance. It would have simply repre-
sented a return to the prior situation of a (somewhat less) heavily nuclear-armed
Europe rather than a dramatic removal of an entire class of nuclear weapons
from the continent.

We see, then, by comparing the actual history to the counterfactual one, that
the nature of the top Soviet leadership, along with its ideas and worldview, were
crucial for transforming the INF controversy into a turning point that con-
tributed significantly to ending the Cold War. An INF Treaty codifying the sta-
tus quo or status quo ante of the late 1970s would not have represented an
important turning point.

Clearly it is unrealistic for the realists to assert that a consensus emerged
among the Soviet leadership on how to respond to U.S. pressure, as more offi-
cials came to understand the true nature of the constraints facing the USSR. Even
among the Soviet hard-liners, there were disagreements about the importance of
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particular military programs and how much to insist on retaining them. Falin,
Kornienko, and like-minded colleagues sharply criticized the unilateral Soviet
concessions that led to the INF Treaty, for example. But Oleg Baklanov, an even
more prominent hawk and former head of the strategic missile–building min-
istry, had a different perspective on the INF controversy. As he recalled more than
a decade later, “from the point of view of our strategic military position and our
scientific and technological capabilities, you could say that the deployment of
SS–20 missiles was not absolutely critical. Likewise, the later deployment of Per-
shing–II missiles on the part of the United States was not absolutely critical. It
was really a matter of ‘an eye for an eye.’” In Baklanov’s view, “we should not have
deployed SS–20 missiles in Europe after all. Our actions gave the Americans an
excuse to escalate the situation.”21

Yet despite Baklanov’s judgment that neither the SS–20 nor the Persh-
ing–II deployments were necessary, he opposed the INF Treaty because of its
challenge to the principle of parity. He especially objected to the early Gor-
bachev-Shevardnadze concession that left the British and French nuclear
forces out of the terms of the proposed treaty. “Suddenly the negotiators say
that we aren’t taking into consideration France and England,” complained
Baklanov. Contrary to widely held interpretations of Soviet policy making at
the time, conservatives such as Baklanov did sometimes express their opposi-
tion openly. “When passions started flaring, and I made categorical objec-
tions and wouldn’t sign the proper documents or would sign them with
reservations, this caused a great hullabaloo. . . . However, I stuck to the point
of view that the nuclear forces of France and Great Britain ought not be left
out of parity considerations.”22

Dmitrii Iazov, the Soviet Defense Minister, also harbored serious doubts
about the INF Treaty. As he later complained to an interviewer, “we destroyed
almost an entire army of missiles, in all over a thousand medium- and shorter-
range missiles, that is, much more than the Americans did.”23

How, then, did Gorbachev and Shevardnadze implement their policy over
the objections of hawkish skeptics? In Iazov’s case, he claims that it was a mat-
ter of bad timing: “I became minister of defense in 1987. So I played hardly any
role at all. The process was already mature. Everything was prepared for the sign-
ing of the Intermediate Forces Treaty in December of 1987. I was appointed
only in May of that year. But I couldn’t just walk in and say: ‘Stop! Let’s turn
back the clock!’ I needed to get up to speed.”24

Baklanov proposes a more general explanation, consistent with other ac-
counts of Gorbachev’s approach. In the domain of arms control, Gorbachev
chose Lev Zaikov, a respected veteran of the military-industrial sector, to repre-
sent and placate the skeptics, and then made sure that reformist allies would
overwhelm Zaikov’s potential opposition.
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In general, on this question Gorbachev acted in “Gorbachev style.” He set up a
Politburo commission, put Zaikov at the helm as padding, and did what he
needed to do through Zaikov. In addition to Zaikov, Shevardnadze, the chief in-
stigator of the senseless disarmament, formed part of the commission together
with his negotiators. It was disgraceful that the talks with the Americans were led
not by specialists, but by “negotiators,” according to the terminology of the time.
You see, they knew the language, the situation, and among them were even rep-
resentatives at the deputy minister level who led the talks with the Americans. But
the heads of defense ministries and specialists from institutes, leading academi-
cians, were, in essence, kept away from the negotiation process.

Iazov, too, points to the importance of the Zaikov commission. When an in-
terviewer asked, “Did you personally suggest to Gorbachev alternative solu-
tions?” Iazov responded that “before approaching Gorbachev on this question, I
had to get by Zaikov’s commission.” When the interviewer persisted, he elicited
from Iazov a picture of the structure of domestic politics that inhibited opposi-
tion to the General Secretary’s initiatives:

Interviewer: But you could have gone straight to him, bypassing the commission.
Iazov: That’s what I did. In response to my information about the commission’s

decision, Gorbachev said: “Act in accordance with this decision.” More often
Zaikov would take the whole commission to Gorbachev and say: “Look,
they’re opposed.” Gorbachev would become upset: “Why are you opposed?
What do you want, nose to nose, bayonet to bayonet?”

Interviewer: He meant you and Baklanov?
Iazov: Yes. He said: “What are you? You have to look ahead!”
Interviewer: And did you ask, in which direction?
Iazov: At that time Gorbachev was general secretary.
Interviewer: Did he use his authority to apply pressure?
Iazov: It’s not that he used his authority to apply pressure, but we had to use cer-

tain tact with him.

Leonov, the KGB official, reported a similar evaluation of Gorbachev’s use of the
Zaikov commission and the General Secretary’s collusion with Foreign Minister
Shevardnadze. The Foreign Minister, recalled Leonov, “very often ended discus-
sions on the commission by saying things like: ‘We did not reach an agreement.
I will report to Gorbachev and we’ll see what he says.’ And after that the ques-
tion was settled in typical Gorbachev style. Any system of checks, any fight lost
all meaning. If you raised an objection, you were heard out, but afterward the
completely opposite decision was made.”25

Gorbachev deployed a number of such techniques for keeping his domestic
opposition off balance, in both internal and foreign policy. In that respect it
would not be correct to suggest that domestic politics played no role in the key
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turning points that ended the Cold War. Yet Soviet policies were not by and
large the result of compromises and log-rolling between competing domestic
political coalitions in the sense that we typically think of “domestic politics” as
an explanation for policy outcomes. Most of the time Gorbachev manipulated
the situation to get his way.26 Thus, in the case of the INF Treaty, although there
were persistent domestic differences on the understanding of the situation and
the appropriate policy responses—contrary to realist interpretations—domestic
politics per se did not play a major role in this case. Despite opposition, the top
leadership of reformers grouped around Gorbachev managed to promote their
new ideas of how to deal with the old problem of the nuclear arms race.

Unilateral Conventional-Force Reductions

Perhaps the key turning point in the realm of arms control—and, indeed, a
major turning point for the end of the Cold War as a whole—came with Gor-
bachev’s speech to the United Nations in December 1988. In it he announced
a dramatic unilateral reduction in Soviet conventional forces and equipment
and a commitment to allow political “freedom of choice” for the Soviet Union’s
allies in Eastern Europe. This initiative marked the end of the Cold War in Eu-
rope, as it rendered Soviet forces incapable of either a standing-start invasion of
the West or a major intervention to maintain control of the “fraternal” allies of
Eastern Europe. Even diehard skeptics of past Soviet “peace offensives” recog-
nized that Gorbachev’s plan represented a significant reduction in Soviet mili-
tary capability, even if they did not fully grasp the implications for the Soviet
alliance system.

Explaining the December 1988 Initiative

There is much to puzzle over when considering competing explanations for
Gorbachev’s initiative. Conventional forces were an expensive drain on the So-
viet military budget and reducing them would serve obvious material ends. On
the other hand, the demobilized troops and officers entering the labor force
would put a strain on a reforming economy that was supposed to be shedding
excess labor in favor of market efficiency. The role of a U.S. policy of negotia-
tion from strength seems doubtful in this case. In conventional forces the West
always credited the Soviet side with superiority in most major indices of mili-
tary strength—particularly personnel, tanks and other armored vehicles, and
artillery.

The West did arguably pose a challenge in one respect: the threat of a longer-
term competition in advanced military technology. But here the Soviet security-
policy elite was divided over the degree and nature of the threat, with some
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leading figures expressing considerable complacency about relative Soviet mili-
tary-technical prowess. In any case, no prominent military leader sought to meet
the challenge by counseling major unilateral reductions of the sort that Gor-
bachev announced in December 1988.27 By the same token, Gorbachev and the
other supporters of the unilateral reductions were not driven by the desire for a
temporary “breathing space,” in order to prepare to triumph in some future
high-tech arms race. For them, reducing military tensions in Europe served an-
other goal—the promotion of a new system of common security under which
East-West political and economic relations would flourish.

Two key aspects of the December 1988 announcement reveal origins associ-
ated mainly with the realm of ideas. The first is Gorbachev’s emphasis on the re-
structuring of conventional forces to emphasize their defensive orientation and
reduce their offensive potential. The second is the commitment to political
“freedom of choice” for the Warsaw Pact allies in East-Central Europe. The two
issues are clearly linked, as Moscow had always imposed limits to the freedom
of choice of its allies primarily through the threat or use of offensive military
force.

The role of ideas in generating the December 1988 announcement suggests
that Gorbachev’s initiative was not simply the capitulation of a declining power
to the demands of its stronger adversary. The ideas behind “nonoffensive de-
fense” were not endorsed by the United States or NATO. They were never part
of the West’s negotiating position on conventional forces, and indeed NATO it-
self had during the 1980s increasingly adopted a more offensive posture known
under the rubrics AirLand (sic) Battle and Follow-On Forces Attack.28 Nonof-
fensive defense was promoted mainly by the peace movement and peace research
networks in Western Europe and their influence on the formulation of Soviet
policy on conventional forces is apparent from a wide range of evidence.29

Nor was the idea of “freedom of choice” for Eastern Europe, although con-
genial to Western values, a main goal of NATO. The major European powers
and the United States all seemed willing to grant the Soviet Union its sphere of
influence while accepting the military reductions. So where did Gorbachev’s ide-
ological embrace of freedom of choice come from? The main sources appear to
be: (1) his affinity for West European–style social democracy and Eurocommu-
nism and their commitment to a democratic, parliamentary route to socialism;
(2) his liberal advisers’ longstanding contacts with reformers in Eastern Europe;
and (3) his consequent (misplaced) confidence in reform communism as a
model for Eastern Europe.30

In retrospect, the ideas and ideological underpinnings of Gorbachev’s De-
cember 1988 speech seem somewhat naïve. His expectations—of a new Euro-
pean security regime made up of friendly reform-communist allies and NATO
members who would transform their military alliance into a political club—
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were quickly dashed. East European citizens overthrew their communist gov-
ernments, reformist or otherwise, and NATO expanded eastward and fought a
war against Serbia on Russia’s doorstep and despite Moscow’s protestations. Rus-
sia itself seemed hardly welcome as a member of the European community of
states. If the outcome at this point seems compatible with theories of long-term
geopolitical shifts in the balance of power, that should not obscure the key role
that ideas and politics played in bringing about the peaceful Soviet withdrawal
from Europe.

The political process by which Gorbachev’s December 1988 initiative came
about reflects a pattern that began with Gorbachev’s announcement of the uni-
lateral nuclear test moratorium, continued with his January 1986 speech
proposing the total elimination of nuclear weapons by the year 2000, and was
evident in the story of the INF Treaty: potential opponents were simply ex-
cluded from decision making. N. S. Leonov spoke of the reaction within the
KGB to Gorbachev’s January 1986 initiative:

we were shocked in 1986 by the sudden proposal to achieve a nuclear-free world
by the year 2000. Neither the military nor we were asked about it. We immedi-
ately started calling our colleagues in the army. “Is this from your department?
Was this proposal made on your initiative?” Their response was, “No, we don’t
know anything either. It wasn’t our proposal.” So the proposal was born in Staraia
Ploshchad’ [Old Square], the quarters that serve the general secretary of the Cen-
tral Committee of the Soviet Union.31

Leonov lodged a similar complaint about the speech to the United Nations:
“Announcements such as those on the non-use of force for preserving the so-
cialist order in Eastern European countries or on reducing the armed forces by
five hundred thousand people were usually made bilaterally under the seal of se-
crecy. They were not made publicly. But Gorbachev in his typical manner made
this pronouncement at the U.N. It created an explosion!” His interviewer sug-
gested that “for you and your colleagues this speech was unexpected.” “Ab-
solutely unexpected.”32

The high command of the armed forces was also brought into the discussion
at a very late stage. In the summer of 1987 Marshal Akhromeev and the new
Defense Minister, Dmitrii Iazov sent Gorbachev a report outlining their views
on Soviet policy toward Eastern Europe and European security. They included
a request that he “examine along with the military the aggravation of the situa-
tion and the problems that had arisen.” Gorbachev read the report and exam-
ined the situation, writes Akhromeev, “but without us, and, as I understood,
that was no accident.” Gorbachev’s style was to address “the most significant
military-political problems with the military step by step, without straining re-
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lations with them, where that was possible,” but basically keeping them in the
dark about his overall views. “Not once in my memory,” wrote Akhromeev, “did
M. S. Gorbachev thoroughly discuss with the military leadership the military-
political situation in Europe and perspectives on its development during
1986–1988.” Only “in relation to concrete decisions already taken did the mili-
tary introduce proposals concerning the armed forces.”33

Akhromeev suggests that Gorbachev knew what kind of reaction he would
receive from the military if he forthrightly discussed his proposals for reduc-
tions, retrenchment, and restructuring. Gorbachev’s policy would have been re-
vealed as a radical break with “the entire understanding by the military
leadership of the essence of the country’s defense capability in Europe.” With-
drawal from Eastern Europe meant giving up “that which had been won at a
cost of enormous amounts of blood and millions of lives.”34 In an interview
conducted four years after the marshal’s death, his wife Tamara Vasil’evna sum-
marized the sources of her husband’s resistance to Gorbachev’s reforms: “Sergei
Fedorovich [Akhromeev] understood that Gorbachev’s policy would lead to the
breakup of the Warsaw Pact, the whole system of security in Europe. He con-
sidered his participation in the creation [of that system] his life’s work. . . . Hav-
ing left the General Staff, he couldn’t work as Gorbachev’s adviser for very long.
He wrote several letters of resignation.” At that point, Marshal Akhromeev
ceased to influence the Soviet leader’s views on European security. “Gorbachev
was listening to other people.”35

Of course Gorbachev needed the general staff to implement his proposed re-
structuring and reductions. As Akhromeev later explained, the military’s pro-
posals came only in response “to concrete decisions already taken” by Gorbachev
and his allies.36 Specifically, on November 9, 1988, the Soviet defense council,
chaired by Gorbachev, instructed the defense ministry to work out a plan for the
withdrawal of Soviet troops from Eastern Europe.37 Thus the military’s partici-
pation in planning the reductions came long after the foreign ministry and var-
ious transnational organizations had persuaded Gorbachev of the merits of a
large-scale unilateral withdrawal, combined with a shift to a clearly defensive
posture. Finally, armed with foreign ministry proposals and the general staff ’s
implementation plan, Gorbachev was ready to seek formal approval from his fel-
low political leaders to launch his unilateral initiative, virtually at the last
minute. Anatolii Dobrynin, former Soviet ambassador to the United States, cap-
tures well the flavor of the decision process: “Before going to the UN General
Assembly in New York in 1988,” he recalled, “Gorbachev urgently pushed
through the Politburo a bold unilateral reduction of our armed forces by half a
million men.” Dobrynin’s account is consistent with the recollections of Leonov,
Iazov, Akhromeev, and others: “Gorbachev clearly strove to avoid Politburo
guidelines and directives and sought a free hand in dealing with foreign heads
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of state. Ultimately, with Shevardnadze’s help, Gorbachev reached his goal. In
fact if not in form, he single-handedly devised the foreign policy of the country
and implemented it as well.”38

START and the SDI Connection

The Reagan administration’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) was a proposal for
a space-based system of anti-missile defenses, dubbed “Star Wars” by its critics.
Reagan’s supporters view SDI as the linchpin in a strategy to end the Cold War
and many of them—most notably National Security Adviser Robert McFarlane—
explicitly credit the program with bringing down the Soviet Union.39 An alterna-
tive interpretation would portray Star Wars as a major stumbling block on the
road to improving U.S.-Soviet relations, an ill-considered program that threatened
to undermine Mikhail Gorbachev’s efforts to demilitarize Soviet society and in-
ternational relations. This was certainly Gorbachev’s own view, echoed by a range
of Soviet participants in the SDI debates: from younger academic researchers (in-
stitutchiki) such as Aleksei Arbatov and Andrei Kokoshin to older foreign policy
professionals such as Georgii Kornienko and Aleksandr Iakovlev, to the dissident
physicist and human rights activist Andrei Sakharov.40

Undoubtedly Gorbachev and his allies viewed SDI as, at best, a hindrance to
their reformist efforts overall. In the realm of arms control, SDI directly threat-
ened the goal of nuclear disarmament. By the traditional logic of nuclear deter-
rence, the Soviet Union needed to maintain a force of nuclear weapons adequate
to absorb a U.S. nuclear attack and still be able to threaten retaliation. The de-
ployment by the United States of a defensive “shield,” however rudimentary,
would increase the requirements for Soviet offensive nuclear forces.

Reducing Soviet nuclear forces in the face of the SDI challenge was virtually
unthinkable. Yet Gorbachev managed to negotiate a strategic arms reduction
treaty (START I) with the United States while essentially finessing the Star Wars
issue. His accomplishment marks a key turning point in the Cold War endgame
because it removed SDI as a stumbling block to internal and external demilita-
rization and achieved the first significant reductions in the arsenals of strategic
nuclear weapons of Russia and the United States.

Explaining the Role of Star Wars

How did he do it? Proponents of the negotiation-from-strength position would
hold that Gorbachev was simply responding to a tough bargaining position on
the part of the United States. Given the poor state of the Soviet economy, Gor-
bachev could afford neither to match SDI nor to maintain the expensive nuclear
arsenal necessary to defeat it. His only alternative was to agree to nuclear reduc-
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tions and hope that the United States would never use its Star Wars shield in
combination with its offensive nuclear sword.

Undoubtedly Gorbachev did not relish the prospect of spending billions of
rubles competing with the United States to build strategic defenses, especially
given his commitment to improving the consumer economy. Playing up the Star
Wars threat to Soviet economic reform had its drawbacks, however, because
some leading officials refused to accept the argument. Gorbachev’s Defense
Minister, Dmitrii Iazov, for example, railed against the U.S. attempt “to attain
military superiority over the USSR” and use “SDI to exhaust it economically.”
But, argued Iazov, such efforts were doomed to failure: “Only a blind person
does not see that our possibilities to support a strong defense and simultaneously
resolve social and other tasks have repeatedly grown.”41 Gorbachev feared that
the Defense Ministry’s willingness to spend money in a race for strategic de-
fenses would undermine his program of domestic reforms.

Baklanov expressed a confidence in Soviet capabilities similar to Iazov’s:

I always told Gorbachev and the other leaders that the United States couldn’t do
any more than we could in space. And I explained why. By creating parity, we had
amassed a potential industrial power that could resolve any technical issues. There
is another aspect to this problem: we had spent tremendous amounts of money
and created a powerful Military Industrial Complex, so it would simply have been
foolish not to use it, both for the benefit of defense and for developing new tech-
nologies as a whole. You can’t stop progress; the future would lie in conquering
space and developing space technologies.42

Other top officials, such as Vladimir Kriuchkov, head of the KGB, were also
rather sanguine about SDI. Speaking of his fellow intelligence agents, he told
an interviewer in 1999, that “in the late ’80s we were firmly convinced that
there was no need to hurry in creating our own SDI, and that the United States
wasn’t going to build a global SDI system, because it realized such a measure
was unsound.” Moreover, he argued that “Gorbachev in general agreed with
the evaluations of the KGB.”43

Not all Soviet military officials favored development of strategic defenses in
response to the U.S. program. Many of them had long since embraced the logic
that underpinned the 1972 treaty limiting anti-ballistic missile (ABM) systems:
it was cheaper “at the margin” to build offensive weapons to overwhelm a de-
fense than it was to build a reliable ABM system. In fact, the most cost-effective
countermeasure to the proposed American strategic defense system was the ex-
isting force of Soviet intercontinental ballistic missiles with multiple warheads.
The argument that the Soviet Union needed to reduce its nuclear forces for eco-
nomic reasons is false. The cheapest, most effective way for the USSR to beat
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Star Wars was to do nothing—neither build its own defenses, nor reduce its ex-
isting offensive weapons.

Gorbachev did not choose this cost-effective route to security, however. His
commitment to nuclear disarmament is not easily explained by rationalist argu-
ments based on material factors. It has roots in his student days at Moscow Uni-
versity, when in June 1955 he met Jawaharlal Nehru, the Prime Minister of
India, and the first proponent of a comprehensive nuclear test ban.44 It was re-
inforced by his contacts with prominent Western supporters of disarmament
such as Olof Palme of Sweden and West Germany’s Willy Brandt and Egon
Bahr; by his association with transnational organizations of scientists and physi-
cians whose membership included Gorbachev’s own science adviser and the
head Kremlin physician.45 Thus, the transnational diffusion of ideas and the
politics of transnational coalitions played a key role in Gorbachev’s approach to
nuclear disarmament and SDI.

The gist of the solution to Gorbachev’s Star Wars problem was put forward
at a conference in Moscow in April 1985, just a month after Gorbachev came
into office. Jeremy Stone, president of the Federation of American Scientists,
and a leading transnational disarmament activist since the 1960s, made the case
to an audience of 40 scientists:

You people are saying that if we go ahead with Star Wars, there can be no disar-
mament. I agree, but you should turn it around. You should see that if both sides
go ahead with disarmament, there can be no Star Wars. Disarmament in and of
itself might be the answer to Star Wars. With offensive reductions underway, there
would be no political support for Star Wars [in the United States]. On the other
hand, if there are no offensive reductions in prospect, there will be all the more
support for Star Wars. You need political restraints, not further legal assurances
concerning the ABM treaty.46

It was an ingenious suggestion—not surprising from the person who two
decades earlier launched the seemingly quixotic but ultimately successful cam-
paign to persuade the Soviet Union to forsake defenses against nuclear attack in
favor of an ABM treaty. Stone and his U.S. colleagues worked with Velikhov,
Sakharov, and other prominent Soviet scientists and officials to bring Gorbachev
around to this position.

Thus, the major strategic nuclear disarmament agreement that contributed to
the end of the Cold War was not a response to Star Wars, as Robert McFarlane
and others would have it. It was a goal that Soviet reformers pursued despite Star
Wars. Their successful achievement of the START treaty, which entailed deep
reductions in both sides’ arsenals, then undermined the SDI program to such an
extent that the prospect of a U.S. “space shield” faded into irrelevance. In 1990,
the U.S. Congress passed legislation cutting the SDI budget by a quarter from
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the previous year and reorienting research away from any programs that would
promote early deployment of a strategic defense system. Even the Clinton ad-
ministration’s efforts, a decade later, to promote a limited National Missile De-
fense, did not envision anything like the grandiose Star Wars system of the
Reagan years. And even if, as seems likely, the current U.S. pursuit of strategic
defenses slows or halts progress in nuclear disarmament, we are unlikely to see a
return to the high levels of strategic nuclear weapons that characterized the late
Cold War. Mikhail Gorbachev’s ability to overcome the obstacles posed by SDI
to achieve substantial nuclear disarmament thus fits well the definition of a Cold
War turning point: unprecedented, significant, and difficult to undo.

What if Gorbachev had not been able to ignore SDI in his pursuit of strate-
gic reductions? Because nuclear weapons were such a potent symbol of the Cold
War and East-West conflict, it might have been more difficult for Western lead-
ers and publics to recognize the end of the Cold War without some substantial
reductions in nuclear arsenals. Given the extent to which Gorbachev and his ad-
visers came to see an important link between the nuclear arms race and the per-
ception of a Soviet conventional threat to Europe, a stalemate in the nuclear
talks might have hindered pursuit of reform of the army as well.

What if a major strategic arms agreement had come earlier, say at the sum-
mit meeting in Rejkyavik in October 1986? It was there that Gorbachev and
Reagan came close to an agreement to eliminate all of the offensive nuclear mis-
siles on both sides. Only Gorbachev’s insistence that Reagan drop his Star Wars
plans—and Reagan’s refusal to do so—seemed to stand in the way. What if Rea-
gan had agreed to give up Star Wars? After all, the threat of offensive missile at-
tack, which it was intended to meet, would be eliminated. One could imagine
that an agreement on such widescale nuclear disarmament as early as the end of
1986 would have accelerated the process of rapprochement and brought the
Cold War to an end all the sooner.

Perhaps more likely, however, is the prospect that such a dramatic initiative
would have galvanized opposition, within the United States, within the NATO
alliance, and within the Soviet Union. As it was, the Rejkyavik summit and its
near achievement of a nuclear-missile disarmament led to outspoken criticism
within the Reagan administration, from close allies such as Margaret Thatcher,
and among Soviet security officials. Paradoxically, a too-early achievement of
success in nuclear disarmament might have derailed much of the subsequent
movement toward ending the Cold War.

The Role of Arms Control in the End of the Cold War

If the perceived threat of Soviet military aggression contributed to the onset
and perpetuation of the Cold War, Gorbachev’s initiatives in arms control and
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unilateral military restraint surely helped end it. The importance of the changes
in Soviet security policy has been somewhat obscured, however, by the dra-
matic political transformations that followed in their wake: the peaceful libera-
tion of Eastern Europe from communist rule, the demise of Soviet
communism, and the disintegration of the USSR itself.

Russia and the Soviet successor states are no longer considered a military
threat to the West, even though their economic and political instability raise
concerns about security. When the North Atlantic Treaty Organization ex-
panded to include former members of the Warsaw Pact, it did not do so to
thwart a Russian military invasion. Even as relations between the West and Rus-
sia worsened—not least as a consequence of NATO’s expansion and its war
against Serbia—the prospect for a revival of the Cold War and an East-West
arms race remained out of the question. Gorbachev’s security-policy initiatives
buried the Soviet military threat, making the revival of a militarized Cold War
unlikely for decades to come.

Of course in the most literal sense one cannot have a “Soviet threat” without
a Soviet Union. In that respect we might be tempted to view both the end of the
Soviet military threat and the end of the Cold War as consequences of the end
of the Soviet Union. This interpretation does not do justice to the history of the
late 1980s. Most observers recognized that the Cold War was over well before
the end of the decade. In the context of security policy the “turning point of
turning points” came in December 1988 when Gorbachev announced the uni-
lateral withdrawal of the most offensively oriented Soviet troops and weapons
from Eastern Europe and renounced the “Brezhnev Doctrine” of military inter-
vention to prop up pro-Soviet regimes. The new Soviet approach emphasized
political “freedom of choice” (what one Soviet official termed the “Sinatra Doc-
trine,” after the line in the famous song, “I did it my way”).

The absence of the Soviet military threat, if not fully obvious when the anti-
communist demonstrations began in Eastern Europe in autumn 1989, became
apparent as Soviet authorities stood by and allowed the peaceful overthrow of
communist regimes. Without the ideological transformation that led to Gor-
bachev’s renunciation of force, and his public decision to reconfigure the Soviet
army to comply with the new policy, the demonstrations in Eastern Europe—if
they took place at all—would likely have resulted in bloodshed. Violent repres-
sion of peaceful demonstrators would have easily revived the image of a Soviet
military threat, even if Gorbachev’s other initiatives in nuclear arms control had
still gone forward.

Instead of the spill-over effect that peaceful overthrow of East European com-
munism had on the constituent republics of the Soviet Union, we might have
seen a dampening effect on separatist tendencies there. The breakup of the
USSR might have been forestalled or carried forth with considerable violence.
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In that case the disintegration of the Soviet Union, resisted militarily by
Moscow-based Russian authorities, would hardly have contributed to the peace-
ful end of the Cold War. The East-West conflict would have continued or even
been transformed into something more dangerous. It was Gorbachev’s decision
to transform Soviet security policy through arms control and unilateral initia-
tives that made the peaceful end of the Cold War possible.

The realists’ focus on material factors is difficult to gainsay when the topic is
arms races and arms control. Weapons and military forces are the instruments
of power politics. They are expensive and dangerous. Yet political and military
leaders rarely agree on the nature of an external threat or the proper means to
counter it. In the case of the Soviet Union during the Gorbachev years, we have
witnessed a wide range of views among policymakers about the degree to which
the United States and NATO Europe should be seen as implacable enemies and
about the wisdom of pursuing unilateral initiatives of restraint in order to win
their trust. Many of the ideas came from transnational networks that brought
together Soviet reformers with Western proponents of arms control, disarma-
ment, and human rights. Through his control of the domestic agenda and rely-
ing upon the authority of his position as top communist leader in an extremely
hierarchical system, Mikhail Gorbachev was able to implement, without sub-
stantial domestic opposition, the ideas that brought the Cold War to an end.
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