
Chapter 2

Gorbachev and the End of the Cold War

Archie Brown

Kjell Goldmann, in A New Handbook of Political Science, notes that from
the mid-1950s to the mid-1980s, scholarship in international relations
provided an “accumulation of explanations of the Cold War’s persis-

tence. . . . The sum was a powerful theory of international non-change.”1 After
surveying a wide variety of international relations theory and outlining with the
benefit of hindsight what actually happened during and after the end of the
Cold War, John Lewis Gaddis is still more scathing: “What is immediately ob-
vious . . . is that very few of our theoretical approaches to the study of interna-
tional relations came anywhere close to forecasting any of these developments.
One might as well have relied upon star-gazers, readers of entrails, and other
‘pre-scientific’ methods for all the good our ‘scientific’ methods did. . . .”2

Many scholars have tried to do in retrospect what they failed to foresee as
a prospect, and this chapter is not the place to assess that already extensive
literature. My intention is to discuss the immediate causes of the end of the
Cold War and to argue that the selection of Mikhail Gorbachev as General
Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party in March 1985 was of decisive im-
portance. The idea that, if Gorbachev had not been chosen as party leader,
some other member of the Politburo would have pursued essentially the same
policies does not stand up to serious scrutiny. Clearly, Gorbachev alone was
not responsible for the dramatic changes in Soviet policy that occurred over
the next six and a half years. The argument about leadership is intimately
linked to the importance both of institutions and ideas within the Soviet sys-
tem—to the institutional power of the General Secretary and the fact that, to
a greater extent than any other political actor, Gorbachev could determine
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key appointments and legitimize formerly heterodox ideas. While it was cru-
cially important that there were Westernizing thinkers within the Soviet es-
tablishment on whose ideas Gorbachev could draw and some of whom he
could promote to influential positions, it is no less fundamental that in the
hierarchical Soviet system these people exerted influence only within restric-
tive limits until someone receptive to their ideas occupied the most powerful
political office in the land.

The Choice of Gorbachev

There were a number of reasons why Gorbachev was chosen to be General Sec-
retary, none of which had anything to do with the increased expenditure on ar-
maments in the United States or in any perceived need to select a “soft-liner” in
response to Ronald Reagan’s hard-line policies.3 Gorbachev’s accession to the
most senior party post was very much a product of Soviet domestic politics.
Changes in foreign policy were not on the agenda of the top leadership when
they chose Gorbachev to succeed Konstantin Chernenko. There was a certain
path-dependence about Gorbachev’s election as General Secretary, although that
should not be interpreted deterministically, for fatal stumbles can occur even in
the last twist of the path to the summit. Every General Secretary in the history
of the Soviet Union was both a full (voting) member of the Politburo and a Sec-
retary of the Central Committee at the point at which he became party leader.
This meant that he had experience both of the party’s highest policymaking
body, the Politburo, and of its “general staff,” the Secretariat, which also met
regularly as a body and was charged with the implementation of policy as well
as having special responsibility for the choice and supervision of the personnel
of the party apparatus.

Mikhail Gorbachev had combined these two positions since 1980. Histori-
cally, at any given time there had been at least four people who were both full
members of the Politburo and Secretaries of the Central Committee. However,
when Gorbachev’s predecessor, Konstantin Chernenko, died, there were only
two such people—Gorbachev and Grigoriy Romanov. The latter, although a
Politburo member longer than Gorbachev, had become a Central Committee
Secretary (and moved from Leningrad to Moscow) only in 1983. Gorbachev,
though younger than Romanov, therefore had been a senior Secretary for longer
than the former Leningrad party boss. Accordingly, Gorbachev enjoyed party se-
niority, a real advantage in a system where hierarchy counted for much.

Gorbachev benefited also from the fact that, especially in the Brezhnev years,
the Soviet Communist Party leadership had been allowed to grow old together.
His comparative youth, by the standards of that era, ruled him out of con-
tention for the party leadership when Brezhnev died, but by the time of Cher-
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nenko’s death the fact that Gorbachev was only a week past his fifty-fourth
birthday had become a distinct advantage. Public opinion, which counted for
little in the unreformed Soviet Union, and, more importantly, opinion at re-
gional and lower levels of the party apparatus was concerned that three Soviet
leaders in a row had been obviously infirm. That had clearly been the case with
Leonid Brezhnev from the second half of the 1970s until his death in 1982, with
Yuriy Andropov throughout most of his fifteen months as General Secretary,
and with Konstantin Chernenko throughout the thirteen months of stalemate
separating Andropov’s rule from Gorbachev’s ascension. Most of the Politburo
members were already of advanced years, and a younger man more likely to
show vigor and provide a respite from state funerals was desired. True, Romanov
was only in his early sixties and a possible choice from the point of view of age,
but, as noted above, he had been in Moscow for less than two years and the va-
cancy came too soon for him.

Andropov had given Gorbachev extensive responsibilities and wanted him to
be his successor. That was not because Andropov had any inkling that Gor-
bachev would turn most of Marxism-Leninism on its head and endorse plural-
ism within the Soviet political system and in the international Communist
movement. It was, rather, because he saw Gorbachev as the most capable and in-
telligent member of a new generation of party leaders, the one best equipped to
carry forward his own efforts to get the country moving again. Andropov, espe-
cially if compared with the long-standing and influential senior secretary,
Mikhail Suslov, was an innovator within limits. He had gathered a team of tal-
ented reform-minded people around him in his days as a Secretary of the Cen-
tral Committee before he moved to the Chairmanship of the KGB in 1967.4

But fifteen years at the KGB had left their mark on Andropov, quite apart from
the fact that his generational experiences were different from those of Gor-
bachev. Andropov approved of the economic reform that occurred in Hungary
under the leadership of János Kádár and even provided valuable support in
Moscow for the policies pursued by the Hungarians at times when some in the
Soviet establishment viewed these as dangerous concessions to the market. It is
very possible that, had Andropov lived longer, a partial economic reform in-
volving market elements would have been attempted in the Soviet economy.
What is certain, however, is that pluralizing political reform would not have
been undertaken. Even such a far from root-and-branch critic of the Soviet sys-
tem as Roy Medvedev was kept under close surveillance by the KGB through-
out Andropov’s General Secretaryship.

Andropov, when already mortally ill, had made an attempt to elevate Gor-
bachev above Chernenko in the party hierarchy. Although unable to attend the
December 1983 plenary session of the Central Committee, he prepared a speech
to be delivered on his behalf, and on the twenty-fourth of that month he added
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six paragraphs to it. The key passage occurred after he explained that in the near
future he would not be able to chair meetings of the Politburo. Accordingly, he
continued: “I would therefore request members of the Central Committee to ex-
amine the question of entrusting the leadership of the Politburo and Secretariat
to Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev.”5 Arkadiy Volsky, Andropov’s aide, made a
photocopy of Andropov’s addition to his speech and handed the original over to
Klavdiy Bogolyubov, the head of the General Department of the Central Com-
mittee and a strong Chernenko ally.6 These new paragraphs, which would have
conveyed to the membership of the Central Committee that Gorbachev was An-
dropov’s personal choice to succeed him, were never read out. The decision not
to include them was taken, according to Volsky, by Chernenko himself in con-
sultation with two other senior members of the Politburo, the veteran Defense
Minister Dmitriy Ustinov and the equally aged Chairman of the Council of
Ministers, Nikolay Tikhonov.7

Andropov’s extension of Gorbachev’s responsibilities within the Secretariat
meant that, even if he were not to succeed Andropov, he was in the strongest po-
sition to become de facto second secretary to Chernenko after the latter became
party leader. As such he chaired the weekly meetings of the Secretariat while
Chernenko chaired the Politburo. Since, however, Chernenko was often too ill
to attend Politburo meetings, Gorbachev presided also over the Politburo on
those occasions. Following the death of Andropov in February 1984, an attempt
was made to put a stop to the rise of Gorbachev. Several members of the Polit-
buro, led by Tikhonov, objected to Gorbachev becoming second secretary. Gor-
bachev himself has recalled that “Grishin and Gromyko resorted to delaying
tactics, essentially supporting Tikhonov.”8 It was not so much that they feared
Gorbachev at that stage as a dangerous reformer; rather, they feared him as a
young and vigorous leader liable to sweep them aside. Allowing him to become
number two to Chernenko, whose life expectancy was short, was virtually to
concede the succession.

That the choice of second secretary had important implications was recog-
nized by Gorbachev himself. He noted the competition to appoint a new sec-
ond secretary after the death in 1982 of Mikhail Suslov, who had “played a
stabilizing role, and to a certain extent moderated the contending forces.” As
Gorbachev observes: “The first question was who would replace him. Actually,
it was a matter of who would be Brezhnev’s successor, a ‘second’ secretary who,
according to tradition, would eventually become ‘first’ and, under the incum-
bent General Secretary, gradually take over the levers of power and assume lead-
ership.”9 Gorbachev makes clear that Brezhnev, although ailing, was still able to
ensure that the second secretary would be someone acceptable to him. Given
Konstantin Chernenko’s long-standing closeness to Brezhnev, Chernenko was
“undeniably a contender for the post of the ‘second person.’”10 Chernenko, ac-
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cording to Gorbachev, orchestrated Brezhnev’s activities—or the public appear-
ance of activity—while he, in turn, was being manipulated by “the exorbitant
ambitions” of his group of apparatchiks who were “without any political credi-
bility whatsoever.” That there was no love lost between Chernenko’s “group”
and Gorbachev is evident from Gorbachev’s phraseology. Thus, at several points
during the first half of the 1980s a decision that divided the Soviet leadership
could have gone the other way, probably preventing Gorbachev’s ultimate suc-
cession to the leadership. One such crucial moment was Brezhnev’s decision that
Andropov would be “second secretary” while he himself remained General Sec-
retary.11 Had Chernenko been chosen then, the extension of Gorbachev’s pow-
ers and responsibilities would surely not have occurred. The second critical
moment was when Gorbachev was allowed to carry out the duties of second sec-
retary following the election of Chernenko as General Secretary.

The opposition to this was such that Gorbachev was not formally chosen by
the Politburo to be the most senior secretary and second-in-command to Gen-
eral Secretary Chernenko. Rather, it was eventually agreed, as a compromise,
that Gorbachev would fulfill the functions associated with that position for the
time being. As a result, he was before long the de facto second secretary. Gor-
bachev formally became second secretary only after Ustinov, in a personal meet-
ing with Chernenko, persuaded the General Secretary that this was desirable.12

Chernenko, however, long delayed Gorbachev’s move into the room in the Cen-
tral Committee building that had been occupied successively by Suslov, An-
dropov, and Chernenko during the period they had occupied the number two
position within the party.13 There was a definite reluctance on the part of the
Chernenko camp to accord Gorbachev the status that would make his succes-
sion to the General Secretaryship appear automatic. Nevertheless, Gorbachev
held on to the responsibility for overseeing the economy he had already acquired
during Andropov’s leadership and his supervisory role was significantly extended
to include foreign affairs and ideology. Romanov also, as a result of the stalemate
between the Andropov-Gorbachev and Chernenko camps that had prevented
agreement on any new promotions to senior secretaryships, had a very wide
range of supervisory responsibilities, embracing the military, military industry,
the KGB, the Ministry of Interior, the Procuracy, and the Courts.

There were a number of “Kremlinological” signs during January and Febru-
ary 1985 that Gorbachev was, indeed, second only to Chernenko in the party
hierarchy and well placed to succeed to the General Secretaryship, even though
Grishin attempted to push himself forward by trying to emphasize his closeness
to Chernenko.14 Gorbachev’s challenge to conservatism within the Soviet Com-
munist Party was becoming increasingly clear, especially following a speech he
delivered at a conference on ideology in December 1984. While not offering any
innovative ideas on foreign or defense policy, it showed that Gorbachev was
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ready to break with some of the stale formulae of Marxism-Leninism. Indeed,
such key terms of the later Gorbachev General Secretaryship as “perestroika,”
“acceleration,” “glasnost,” “the human factor,” “self-management,” and “com-
modity-money relations” (a euphemism for the still-taboo “market”) were given
an airing in Gorbachev’s speech.15 With this speech, Gorbachev, in a sense,
“outed” himself as a reformer.

In castigating the “obsolete conceptions and stereotypes”16 that he attributed
to “some scholars,” Gorbachev was in fact calling into question the orthodoxy
of the time. He was in December 1984 putting forward views that he was now
in a strong enough position to express and in which he firmly believed. Their
appeal was to more than one constituency—the enlightened minority within
the party apparatus and to well-educated professionals in the party intelligentsia.
No one from either of those groups, however, had a vote in the Politburo and
very few of them were members of the Central Committee. Thus, there was no
causal relationship between Gorbachev’s reformist speech and his election to the
General Secretaryship three months later—unless it be the indirect one that the
self-confidence Gorbachev demonstrated in making such a speech undermined
the political will of his opponents. Indeed, if one looks at the composition of the
selectorate, it is fair to say that Gorbachev was chosen in spite of his innovative
thinking.

Essentially, Gorbachev was able to succeed to the General Secretaryship for
two reasons. The first was that Andropov had advanced his career so far and so
effectively that it was very difficult to prevent him becoming second secretary to
Chernenko. This meant that Gorbachev himself controlled key levers of power
as Chernenko was dying and in the crucial hours immediately after his death.
Second, Gorbachev succeeded to the highest office because the conservative ma-
jority on the Politburo had no plausible alternative candidate to offer, although
Romanov would have been their most logical one, especially in view of the
precedent of the succession going to a senior secretary of the Central Commit-
tee. Even though Romanov was given no opportunity to compete for the Gen-
eral Secretaryship when Chernenko died, the conservative opponents of
Gorbachev saw him, in retrospect at least, as a preferable alternative to the per-
son they got. Thus, the former Soviet Vice President, Gennadiy Yanaev, ob-
served that with Yegor Ligachev (who, however, was only a Secretary of the
Central Committee, not yet a Politburo member, at the time of Chernenko’s
death) or Romanov there would still have been perestroika but without blood-
shed.17 The remark illustrates both the elasticity of the term “perestroika,” since
it is clear that neither Ligachev nor Romanov would have changed the funda-
mentals of the Soviet system, and dubious judgement, for Ligachev was far read-
ier than Gorbachev to spill blood to avoid the secession of any republic of the
Soviet Union.
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Of more immediate relevance in the present context is the raising of Ro-
manov’s name as a possible alternative leader to Gorbachev. That proposal was
not, however, made in the Politburo at the time. It is possible, as Jerry Hough
has argued, that a Politburo majority feared that the Central Committee would,
for once, revolt if they presented it with any name other than Gorbachev’s.18

Against that, the Central Committee itself was only marginally less conservative,
if somewhat less gerontocratic, than the Politburo, and it may be doubted
whether they would have broken with tradition and party discipline by reject-
ing the Politburo’s choice of leader, whichever name that body had come up
with. In the event, the Central Committee greeted with warm approval the
Politburo’s nomination of Gorbachev for the party leadership because they were
seeking a new fillip for the stagnating Soviet economy and a revitalization of the
party’s role within the Soviet system. A majority of those who both in the Polit-
buro and in the Central Committee voted unanimously for Gorbachev to be-
come party leader on March 11, 1985, were certainly not looking for someone
who would be a more radical reformer than Khrushchev. Several years later they
were to be dismayed by the risks Gorbachev was taking with the Soviet political
order (and with their careers) by undermining the pillars of the system.

Gorbachev himself took no chances when Chernenko died. He was later to
be accused of indecisiveness, but there was nothing indecisive about his instruc-
tion to a politically bereft Bogolyubov to convene a meeting of the Politburo the
same evening (March 10) on which Chernenko had died at 7:20 P.M. Thus, not
all Politburo members were able to attend and the absentees included people
who were not particularly well disposed toward Gorbachev. However, he used
his institutional resources to the full to ensure that he would be the next party
leader, even though he was also, among all the remotely conceivable candidates,
the person who would have been the choice of the Central Committee (and, for
that matter, the population as a whole) had they been given a free vote.

The key point, however, is that the selection of Gorbachev to be the new
leader was, above all, a matter of Soviet domestic politics. External pressure
played no part in the decision, and though Gorbachev was soon to demonstrate
a remarkable capacity, especially given the Soviet context, to think the unthink-
able, there is not a shred of evidence to suggest that the primary selectorate, the
Politburo, endorsed him because of his “new thinking,” which, in any case, on
foreign and defense policy had not yet been revealed.

Structure and Agency

Gorbachev’s role in the ending of the Cold War was intimately linked with that
of the dismantling of Communist systems and, in particular, with the transfor-
mation of the Soviet political system.19 As such, it raises in an acute form the
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issue of structure and agency. Is there a structural explanation sufficient to ex-
plain the massive changes of the late 1980s whereby if Mikhail Gorbachev had
not become General Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party in 1985, some
other holder of that office would have been constrained to pursue the same set
of policies? Or was agency (in the shape of Gorbachev) of decisive importance
in ending the Cold War and altering the character of the Soviet system with the
unintended consequence of the breakup of the Soviet state? In addressing these
questions, I naturally touch also, to varying degrees, upon questions raised else-
where in this volume concerning the relative importance of leadership, ideas,
shifts in the balance of power and in material capabilities as explanations of the
dramatic change in the international system.

Although I argue that Gorbachev’s role in ending the Cold War was crucial,
and that he pursued policies that would not have been those of any politically
conceivable alternative candidate for the General Secretaryship of the Central
Committee of the Soviet Communist Party in 1985, it is no less essential to note
the importance of political structures both as constraints upon and as resources
available to a Soviet leader. While no sensible person would argue that structures
wholly determine policy outcomes, it is not unreasonable to suggest that, in gen-
eral, they impose limits on the range of policy options that may be considered.
A purely structural analysis of Soviet foreign policy would surely have come to
the conclusion—as most observers did before Soviet “new thinking” presaged
new behavior—that it was literally unthinkable for a Kremlin leader to consider
relinquishing Soviet control over Eastern Europe and to accept the reunification
of Germany within the framework of a Western alliance.20 Institutional con-
straints apart, open-mindedness was not a quality readily associated with lead-
ers who had been molded by those structures. The notion of according the
peoples of Eastern Europe the freedom to choose their political and economic
system would simply never have entered the head of a Khrushchev, Brezhnev,
Andropov, or Chernenko. They would have resisted with all the means at their
disposal the “loss” of Eastern Europe. Gorbachev, in contrast, though he cer-
tainly did not set out with the aim of abandoning (as distinct from changing and
improving) the Soviet relationship with Eastern Europe, was able to accommo-
date himself to such an outcome and to justify it.

There was nothing inevitable or preordained about the fall of Communism
in 1989. If expectations in East Central Europe had not been raised in the way
they were by Gorbachev and his allies in the Soviet leadership, even the threat of
the use of force might have preserved Soviet hegemony in Eastern Europe for a
few decades longer. Memories of the Soviet invasions of Hungary in 1956 and
Czechoslovakia in 1968 were sufficiently fresh to ensure that opposition to the
Communist regimes in Eastern Europe became massive and overt (for the first
time since the rise of Solidarity in 1980, which ended with the imposition of
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martial law in 1981) only at the end of the 1980s. By then Gorbachev’s utter-
ances and actions had produced a growing confidence that the Soviet Union
would not intervene militarily and thus make a bad situation worse for the cit-
izens of East Central Europe.21

Institutional Constraints

Apart from the constraints of ideology and upbringing, there were three insti-
tutional factors that limited Gorbachev’s scope for action in foreign (as well as
domestic) policy. The first is that he was accountable during the first five years
of his leadership primarily to the Politburo, which had unanimously elected him
to the General Secretaryship.22 Throughout the second half of the 1980s Gor-
bachev could attempt to manipulate opinion within the Communist Party and
to persuade the Politburo—de facto the highest collective decision-making body
within the state as well as the party—but he could not dictate policy. The Gen-
eral Secretary was accorded great authority within the party apparatus in order
to uphold its interests, not to undermine them.23 What the Politburo members
had given, they could take away. Gorbachev’s gradualism, in so far as it was grad-
ual—for in Russian historical perspective his political evolution was quite
rapid—was structurally conditioned. If Gorbachev had openly espoused in
1985 or 1986 policies he implemented in 1988 and 1989 his term in office
would have been as short as Yuriy Andropov’s and Konstantin Chernenko’s, al-
though its ending would have had more in common with that of Nikita
Khrushchev, who was unceremoniously ousted from power in 1964. The party
oligarchy, which elected Gorbachev as leader, had no inkling of how far he
would be prepared to go in changing the fundamentals of the Soviet system or
the pillars of Soviet foreign policy. Had this been clear to them at a time when
everything could still be settled far from the public gaze, they would have re-
moved this threat to their power and privileges.

Structural constraints upon a General Secretary in the field of foreign pol-
icy were imposed, secondly, by two of the most powerful institutions in the So-
viet government—the Ministry of Defense and the KGB—as well as by the
interests of the vast military-industrial complex and, less formidably, by the
bureaucratic inertia of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the International De-
partment and the Socialist Countries Department of the Central Committee.
The Ministry of Defense and the KGB had, in the post-Stalin and especially
post-Khrushchev period, been significant participants in the foreign policy-
making process. As recently as 1979 the fateful decision to intervene militar-
ily in Afghanistan had been taken by a small inner-group within the Politburo
consisting of General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, Yuriy Andropov (KGB
Chairman), Dmitriy Ustinov (Minister of Defense), and Andrey Gromyko
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(Foreign Minister).24 It was entirely predictable that if and when there should
be an attempt to remove Gorbachev from power, the KGB, military industry,
and the defense chiefs would be part of it—as they were in the failed August
1991 coup in the persons of Vladimir Kryuchkov, Oleg Baklanov, and
Dmitriy Yazov. When Khrushchev was removed, the KGB “was deeply in-
volved from the beginning” in the plot.25 The military stood aloof, but while
they did not assist the Politburo26 majority opposed to the party leader, nei-
ther did they offer any help to Khrushchev.27

A third and very important structural constraint on Gorbachev in the realm
of foreign policy was a feature only of the late Gorbachev era. That was the
growing independence and assertiveness, especially in 1990–91, of the union re-
publics (the fifteen major national territories into which the Soviet Union was
administratively divided). As the various republics acquired new authority as a
result of contested elections and the salience of the “national question” in late
Soviet politics, republican checks on the foreign policy–making prerogatives of
the all-union authorities became a serious issue.28 Of especial importance was
Boris Yeltsin’s determination to reduce the powers of the union center, to estab-
lish a distinctive Russian political identity and to become himself a major figure
on the international stage. Andrey Kozyrev’s appointment as head of the Russ-
ian Foreign Ministry in October 1990 began a process whereby that body grad-
ually emerged as a serious political institution, eventually taking over from the
Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs when the USSR itself came to an end in De-
cember 1991. Earlier that year, Gorbachev had visited Tokyo and had been pre-
pared to seek a compromise with the Japanese over the disputed Kurile Islands.29

But the Russian President, Foreign Ministry, and Parliament greatly circum-
scribed his scope for maneuver by insisting that these were Russia’s islands and
not Gorbachev’s to negotiate away.

By 1991 relations between the Soviet Union (and subsequently Russia) and
Japan were about all that was left of a Cold War that was undoubtedly over by
1990 at the latest. Indeed, former Secretary of State George Shultz insisted in
his memoirs that it was over by the time he and President Reagan left office at
the end of 1988 and quotes Margaret Thatcher voicing similar views in No-
vember of that year.30 Certainly, by then Soviet doctrine no longer provided an
ideological justification for the Cold War, but in the course of the following year
that precept was put fully into practice as East European countries, one by one,
acquired their independence. Since the Soviet takeover of Eastern Europe had
been the main cause of the Cold War, and the division of Europe its most im-
portant manifestation over almost half a century, Soviet acceptance of the end
of that hegemony in the course of 1989 surely marked the Cold War’s end.31

Thus, the three structural constraints upon Gorbachev’s foreign policy initia-
tives outlined above are in declining order of importance as obstacles to the end-
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ing of the Cold War. Indeed, the constraints embodied in the third factor, while
very real within the limited time period in which they operated, belong essen-
tially to what was, globally (with Russo-Japanese relations the exception that
proves the rule), a post–Cold War world.

Institutional Resources

The changes in Soviet foreign policy under Gorbachev cannot begin to be un-
derstood, however, unless attention is paid to political structures not only as con-
straints but also as resources and opportunities available to the leader of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) who, by virtue of that office, was
the most powerful individual within the state as well as the party. The first point
is that the CPSU remained markedly hierarchical, with a strong propensity to
refer policy upwards to the General Secretary. No major innovation affecting the
way the Soviet system worked and no important foreign policy initiative could
be taken without consultation with the party leader. If anyone had the oppor-
tunity to give a lead in proposing radical change it was he. Given the deference
accorded to the holder of that office, and the important fact that nothing was
more crucial for an ambitious official than the opinion held of him by the
Gensek, colleagues and subordinates would, in many cases, suppress their doubts
about the wisdom of the leader’s policies rather than openly challenge them,
even in sessions of the Politburo. As Gorbachev’s interpreter at the key summit
meetings with Presidents Reagan and Bush, Pavel Palazchenko, put it in his
sharply observant volume of memoirs: “Gorbachev was often able to take ad-
vantage of the old command system’s methods, of the residual authority of the
party and its general secretary, and of the fact that the conservatives did not im-
mediately catch on to the consequences of the changes they were witnessing and
taking part in.”32

The mixture of Gorbachev’s gifts of persuasion and the power and prestige of
his position meant that senior colleagues were generally either carried along by
his ideas or somewhat reticent in their opposition to them—often a mixture of
both. As former Politburo member and Chairman of the Supreme Soviet of the
Russian Republic, Vitaliy Vorotnikov, puts it in his memoirs: “During discus-
sions in the Politburo of the projected reforms of Gorbachev I not infrequently
had doubts about their essence and timeliness and argued and objected. . . . But
in the end I often accepted the logic of his persuasion. In that lies my guilt. The
thing is that I long believed in Gorbachev and rested my hopes in him.”33 At
lower levels the theory and practice of democratic centralism meant that party
officials had to implement—or, at a minimum, give the appearance of imple-
menting—policies about which they had grave doubts. After 1988 that ceased
to be the case in the Soviet Union. Gorbachev was increasingly openly criticized
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by members of the CPSU, including regional party officials, but that was
merely evidence that the system had become different in kind. The strict disci-
pline the party had traditionally maintained, alongside the great authority it ac-
corded its leader (sedulously reinforced by the party-controlled mass media),
meant that in his earliest years in office Gorbachev was, paradoxically, sus-
tained by institutional norms of the Soviet system that he was in the prelimi-
nary stages of undermining.

Secondly, the fact that the Soviet Union was a major player in the interna-
tional system—and that relations with it were, accordingly, high on the agenda
of the chief executives of other countries, including the United States and the
member states of the European Union—meant that the de facto chief executive
of the Soviet Union was drawn into the foreign policy process whether he liked
it or not. The very fact that the General Secretary became the highest-level in-
terlocutor with the leaders of other countries and the ultimate negotiator on be-
half of the Soviet Union put him in a position in which he had to be (a)
thoroughly briefed on international affairs and to have at his disposal the ex-
pertise of the foreign policy network in Moscow; (b) given some scope for flex-
ibility of response in his discussions with Western leaders; and (c) open to being
influenced in the course of his firsthand experience of foreign countries and con-
versation with their leading representatives.

Of course, in the interaction between structure and agency, a great deal de-
pended, and depends, upon the open-mindedness, intellectual grasp, and will-
ingness to learn of the leader concerned. It was not least because these were
qualities Gorbachev had in abundance that his personal contribution to the end
of the Cold War became decisive. He has himself acknowledged the part played
in his political learning process by involvement in international affairs. After ob-
serving how “ideological blinkers” had earlier prevented him from seeing “real-
ity in all its many-sidedness and contradictoriness,” he noted what a great
contribution to his development had been made by “participation in world pol-
itics, cooperation with the greatest statesmen of the times, and relations with
people who embodied the political and intellectual elite of the world.”34 Some
of those who worked closely with Gorbachev, such as Anatoliy Chernyaev and
Andrey Grachev, also observed the influence Gorbachev’s meetings with foreign
(especially West European) politicians had on his thinking.35 Another long-serv-
ing Central Committee official, Karen Brutents (who was First Deputy Head of
the International Department), noted in his memoirs that Gorbachev and his
closest colleagues strove unceasingly to study the experience of Western coun-
tries “and of social democracy in particular.”36 Yet Gorbachev developed his
ideas also in the course of discussion with more conservative Western politicians.
His lengthy, but good-tempered, arguments with Margaret Thatcher were im-
portant, and Gorbachev was keenly interested in Western Europe generally—
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much more interested, indeed, in the western than the eastern part of the con-
tinent. His first visit to Britain—in December 1984, just three months before
he became Soviet leader—led him, he has observed, “to reflect on the role and
place of Europe in the world.”37 Among his most important foreign partners
during the years in which the end of the Cold War was being negotiated was
American Secretary of State George Shultz. Gorbachev’s principal foreign policy
aide, Anatoliy Chernyaev, has observed: “For Gorbachev, Secretary Shultz was
an extremely important and interesting interlocutor . . . in addition to their dis-
cussions about missiles and aircraft, there [were] from time to time important
philosophical themes about mankind and its future in [their] conversations. . . .
Gorbachev’s words are, ‘He helped me very much both in developing and in im-
plementing my policies.’”38

A third, and very important, opportunity presented to a sufficiently bold
General Secretary by Soviet institutional structures was the possibility of mak-
ing a few key appointments that could alter, first, the balance of influence and,
then, the balance of power within the Soviet foreign policy establishment.39 In
the former category the General Secretary had a free hand in appointing his per-
sonal aides and informal advisers. Thus, to take just one example, the replace-
ment of the conservative Andrey Aleksandrov-Agentov, foreign policy aide of
General Secretaries since Brezhnev’s time, by the enlightened Chernyaev made
a huge difference to the quality and nature of advice Gorbachev received. As dis-
tinct from the choice of aides (pomoshchniki), appointments to headships of
major political institutions with an input to foreign policy required Politburo
approval, but it was well understood that the General Secretary had to work
closely with these people and that his opinion on appointments to those offices
counted for more than anyone else’s. The fact that when Gorbachev became
General Secretary in March 1985 Gromyko had been Foreign Minister since
1957 and Boris Ponomarev head of the International Department since 1955
showed that, to say the least, changes in these posts were not made lightly and
it required an exercise of political will on the part of the General Secretary to re-
move those party veterans. But again Gorbachev showed none of the indeci-
siveness often attributed to him in pushing through these changes. The fact that
the officer holders were so aged made resistance by them or on their behalf the
more difficult to mount.

Within a few months of taking office he had, to the surprise of Soviet insid-
ers as well as Western observers, replaced Gromyko with Eduard Shevardnadze
as Foreign Minister and within a year the veteran heads of the International De-
partment and Socialist Countries Department of the Central Committee, Pono-
marev and Konstantin Rusakov, by Anatoliy Dobrynin and Vadim Medvedev
respectively. Gromyko had assumed that when he was eventually replaced, it
would be by one of his senior subordinates in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
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Gorbachev records: “When I mentioned Shevardnadze, Gromyko’s first reaction
was close to shock.”40 Gorbachev, however, refused to be deflected from his in-
tention to appoint someone capable of looking at foreign policy with fresh eyes.
He was justifiably confident that Shevardnadze would both share his general
outlook and be his ally, whereas the more obvious candidates would be set in the
ways of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and beholden to Gromyko.

It took longer for Gorbachev to replace the Minister of Defense and Chair-
man of the KGB. When he did so, the newcomers were, only in the short run,
an improvement over their predecessors. Gorbachev took advantage of the
young West German Matthias Rust’s unscheduled flight to Red Square in May
1987 to remove Sergey Sokolov as Minister of Defense and to replace him with
Dmitriy Yazov. According to Dobrynin: “Yazov was far more obedient to Gor-
bachev than Sokolov, and thus Gorbachev accomplished a quiet coup. The new
defense minister knew little about disarmament talks, and had nothing to do
with them. . . . But the military establishment remained discontented with Gor-
bachev, and this would show time and again.”41 Yazov has said that “the issue is
probably not that Rust flew in, but that Sokolov and Akhromeev had been in
the opposition, so this was used as a pretext for making some staff changes. . . .
[W]hen I was appointed minister, Gorbachev told me to get together with She-
vardnadze immediately and find common ground with him on all the issues.”42

Kryuchkov endorsed that view, saying: “In the case of Rust, I came to the KGB
leadership a little later and specially studied this problem in retrospect. Gor-
bachev used it in the traditional way, to strike a blow to the Ministry of Defense,
which in his opinion was not wholly subordinate to him, and didn’t carry out
his will or follow his train of thought.”43

Kryuchkov obtained his post of Chairman of the KGB by emphasizing his
firm commitment to Gorbachev and to perestroika, although later he was to be
one of the key plotters against Gorbachev. But, with a very firm ally in She-
vardnadze as Foreign Minister and with his rapid promotion of Aleksandr
Yakovlev to a senior secretaryship of the Central Committee (supervising inter-
national affairs from 1988), Gorbachev pursued a foreign policy in which the
priority of ending the Cold War was not allowed to become hostage to the sec-
tional interests of the military or the security apparatus. From a very different
perspective, Kryuchkov emphasizes how Gorbachev kept foreign policy under
his personal supervision and, especially from 1989 onward, shut out of the pol-
icymaking process those who, from Kryuchkov’s standpoint, were “firmly com-
mitted to defending . . . the fundamental interests of our state.” The former
KGB chief was acutely conscious of being bypassed, as was much of the military
establishment. In Kryuchkov’s words: “First of all, our collective leadership had
for all intents and purposes already ceased to exist in 1989, when instead of hav-
ing the basic issues discussed and decisions made in the Politburo, as was done
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previously, they were settled by a narrow group of individuals, such as Gor-
bachev, Shevardnadze, [Vadim] Medvedev, and occasionally two or three other
people would chime in.”44

A limited number of key appointments could make a far greater impact in
foreign policy than in, to take the most notable contrast, economic policy. The
institutional structures were crucially different in these two areas of policy. The
multiplicity of participants in the economic policymaking process, including
dozens of ministries and (until late 1988) economic departments of the Central
Committee running into double figures, meant that the same control over eco-
nomic policy could not have been achieved even if Gorbachev had had a clear
idea of precisely what kind of economic reform he wanted (beyond a general dis-
position to make concessions to the market). Had appointments to the Chair-
manship of the Council of Ministers and of Gosplan (the State Planning
Committee) been better than they were, there would still have been ample scope
for authority leakage and the watering-down of policy in the implementation
stage of the policy process.45 Hundreds of thousands of party and government
regional officials, factory managers, and farm chairmen would have left their im-
print on the eventual outcome. In contrast, Gorbachev himself was the imple-
menter of much of the new foreign policy in his face-to-face discussions with
Western leaders. Furthermore, by appointing the like-minded Shevardnadze to
be Foreign Minister and by putting the International Department under the su-
pervision of Yakovlev, Gorbachev ensured that new thinking would prevail in
the foreign policy sphere.

Agency

In turning from structures to agency, and the crucial difference made by Gor-
bachev, the main link between them lies precisely in the General Secretary’s
power of appointment and the character of Gorbachev’s actual foreign policy ap-
pointments. When Gorbachev appointed Shevardnadze, Yakovlev, and
Chernyaev, he knew very well their critical views and general political disposi-
tions. The same was true of his February 1988 appointment of Georgiy
Shakhnazarov as his aide on East European questions (as well as on reform of the
political system). Dobrynin was much less of a radical reformer than the others,
but a pragmatic Ministry of Foreign Affairs professional who, after his excep-
tionally long stint as Soviet Ambassador to the United States, knew the corridors
of power of Washington better than those of Moscow. Putting him in charge of
the International Department of the Central Committee signaled, on the one
hand, that Third World revolutionary movements would henceforth have a low
priority and emphasized, on the other, the collaborative but subordinate status of
the Department in relation to the Ministry, where Shevardnadze’s closeness to
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Gorbachev meant a confirmation of the institutional preeminence of the Foreign
Ministry in the foreign policy process as well as in the conduct of state-to-state
relations. This is confirmed by Dobrynin who, in his memoirs, is highly critical
of both the style and the content of Gorbachev’s foreign policy and of Shevard-
nadze’s implementation of it. Dobrynin writes:

Initially the agendas for all the meetings Gorbachev had scheduled with foreign
leaders, especially the Americans and whether in Moscow or abroad, were
minutely discussed by the Politburo. Gromyko had usually presented the foreign
ministry’s discussion papers, drafts of documents to be signed and other para-
phernalia of such international meetings. But when Shevardnadze became foreign
minister, fewer papers were presented or discussed. Gorbachev clearly strove to
avoid Politburo guidelines and directives and sought a free hand in dealing with
foreign heads 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.46

From the earliest months of his General Secretaryship, Gorbachev had in view
more far-reaching change in foreign as well as domestic policy than a majority
in the party apparatus, the military, or the KGB were ready to contemplate.
While there was a lowest common denominator agreement that it was time to
get the economy moving again, there was no consensus on the nature of eco-
nomic reform required,47 on the need for political reform, or on how far the So-
viet Union should go in order to achieve a genuine reduction in international
tension. There is some truth in Peter Shearman’s statement that “the idea for re-
form did not originate with Gorbachev,” but only in the sense that a significant
minority of intellectuals within the Communist Party had been developing het-
erodox, and even reformist, ideas over a period of years.48 Those party intellec-
tuals were, however, powerless to implement any of their innovative notions
until they found a leader, manifested in Gorbachev, who was truly convinced
that “we can’t go on living like this.”49 As Robert D. English, noting the politi-
cal and intellectual interdependence of this relationship, aptly puts it: “the new
thinking was ready, and its proponents eager, by the late 1970s. However, bit-
terly opposed by powerful reactionary interests, it stood no chance of influenc-
ing policy except through a reformist leader. But Mikhail Gorbachev, a bold and
ambitious leader in his own right, grew equally dependent—intellectually and
politically—on the new thinkers.”50 There is a body of opinion that holds that
Yakovlev was the “unsung hero” of the end of the Cold War rather than Gor-
bachev who, it has even been claimed, did not intend to end it. One curious ar-
gument put forward to support that contention is that Gorbachev did not until
fairly late in the day accept the unification of Germany and at no time wished
to see the disintegration of the Soviet Union.51 What this viewpoint overlooks
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is that Yakovlev was able to spend the most important political years of his life
as a leading and notably reformist member of the Soviet top leadership team en-
tirely because of the support and patronage of Gorbachev. Yakovlev himself, de-
spite the fact that he became estranged from Gorbachev in the 1990s,52 is under
no illusions that an alternative General Secretary to Gorbachev in 1985 would
have pursued a remotely similar policy. He has said: “With the exception of
Gorbachev, all the members of the party-state leadership at that time leaned to-
ward non-democratic methods. . . . They wanted to crush anyone whose politi-
cal or philosophical views went beyond the boundaries of Marxism.”53

Gorbachev, Yakovlev, Shevardnadze, Vadim Medvedev, Chernyaev,
Shakhnazarov, and even Dobrynin were far more open-minded people than
their predecessors. They were devoid of xenophobia and ready to modify ideo-
logical belief when it was clearly at odds with reality. Gorbachev was chosen by
a Politburo that had little option but to endorse him and did so without realiz-
ing that he was a serious reformer by disposition. And Gorbachev himself did
not know then that he would, within a few years, move beyond a desire to re-
form the system to a realization that nothing short of systemic transformation
was needed. But the other six people were chosen, knowingly, by Gorbachev, for
the very reason that he wanted to make a fresh start in foreign policy.

In emphasizing Gorbachev’s decisive role in the transformation of the Soviet
political system and of Soviet foreign policy, I do not discount many other fac-
tors making for change. Neither Gorbachev nor anyone else could have pursued
the same policies in the immediate aftermath of Stalin’s death. Soviet society had
changed greatly in the meantime. It was better educated, better (although, apart
from a fairly small minority, not well) informed about the outside world, and
far less atomized. There was also the push of growing political and social prob-
lems as well as the pull of a society in which it was increasingly anomalous that
even millions of educated professionals should not be trusted to form an inde-
pendent political judgement.

Russia’s hard-line foreign and defense policy had been such that it was still as-
cribed superpower status in 1985, but the Gromyko years were hardly ones of
diplomatic triumph. When Gorbachev came to power, relations were bad with
the United States, China, and Japan and not much better with Western Europe.
In Eastern Europe the leaders were, for the most part, highly responsive to, and
dependent upon, their Soviet counterparts, but the populations were more hos-
tile to Moscow than were the peoples of Western Europe. At home, infant mor-
tality rates had been getting worse, alcoholism and drunkenness were major
concerns, and Russian males were dying younger. The rate of economic growth
was in long-term decline from the mid-1950s through to the stagnation of the
early 1980s. The technological gap between the Soviet Union and the West—
and, indeed, between the Soviet Union and the newly industrializing countries
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of Asia—had been widening, not narrowing, in spite of lots of bombastic talk
in Russia over the previous twenty years about the “scientific and technological
revolution.”

These worrying political, social, and economic indicators were certainly a
stimulus to Gorbachev, and to those of his colleagues who could see further than
the end of their noses, to try to reform the Soviet system and to end the Cold
War, which, apart from its obvious dangers, led to a bloated military-industrial
complex and underinvestment in the civilian sector of the Soviet economy. But
it is quite wrong to imagine that the Soviet system was on the verge of collapse
in 1985. The Soviet Union was losing the “struggle between the two systems”
that it traditionally claimed it was winning. But it could surely have muddled
through or muddled down into the twenty-first century by selling energy re-
sources and other raw materials and by dealing severely, whenever necessary,
with any signs of restiveness on the part of the intelligentsia. In that context it
is salutary to note that Russian production at the end of the 1990s was little
more than half of what it was in the late Soviet period and the country was still
getting by largely on the basis of selling raw materials and receiving foreign
loans. Moreover, most of the social trends that were causing concern by 1985
got worse in the first post-Soviet decade. Alcoholism is at a higher level today
than in the Communist period, and the life expectancy for men in Russia has
declined still further to an average of 59 (in 1999)—very low for an industrial-
ized country. Failure, both social and economic, is not of itself a guarantee of
transformative change. It has to be perceived as failure, and bold leadership is re-
quired to accept the risks involved in radical reform.

Most of the Soviet leadership at the time when Gorbachev became General
Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party believed that any
change other than tinkering reform was dangerous. If we ignore the long-term
dangers of continued oppressive rule and economic failure (which could not be
sustained forever), it is incontrovertible that, in one important sense, they were
right. Seriously liberalizing reform, not to speak of the measures of democrati-
zation that Gorbachev pushed through the Nineteenth Party Conference in
1988, were a threat not only to the Communist system but also to the very ex-
istence of the Soviet state. The Soviet system was, of course, both inefficient and
corrupt. But in 1985 it was faced by slow decline rather than terminal collapse.
Authoritarian, corrupt regimes are not in immediate danger of disintegration
just because they are authoritarian and corrupt. The former dictator of Zaire,
Sese Seke Mobutu, was overthrown only in 1997 when he was already gravely
ill. He ruled, stealing from his people and oppressing them, for 32 years. It took
a war, launched by the world’s one remaining superpower in 2003, to remove
Saddam Hussein from power. Internal opponents had been dispatched ruth-
lessly by Saddam and his henchmen. Yet the Soviet system had far more sophis-
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ticated and complex defenses against internal opposition than any Third World
authoritarian regime. All attempts to change it from below—including that of
the dissident movement (whose activities had been reduced to a trickle by the
mid-1980s)—had ended in political failure, no matter how worthy they were
morally.54 If the Soviet elite had maintained the unity in defense of the funda-
mentals of the system that they had long displayed, it is highly likely that there
would still today be a Soviet system and a Cold War. It was the choice of Gor-
bachev as General Secretary that paved the way for the ending of elite consen-
sus, even if his own election superficially exemplified it.

It took extremely skilful political maneuvering for Gorbachev to get the So-
viet leadership to adopt policies that went against the conditioned reflexes of a
majority of the Politburo and the interests of the military-industrial complex.
Gorbachev, after he became party leader, headed the minority reformist wing of
the Politburo as well as chairing that body as a whole. He succeeded, notwith-
standing tactical retreats from time to time, in getting a majority of its members
to back policies they disliked. Oleg Shenin, a member of the Politburo (and Sec-
retary of the Central Committee) only from July 1990, is one of the few who,
in the midst of condemning Gorbachev’s apostasy, has touched upon the be-
havior of those the General Secretary outwitted. At the June 1999 Cold War
Conference in Moscow, Shenin said: “You can talk about the absence of a po-
litical will, even about the cowardice of those who understood that Gorbachev
was leading the country in the wrong direction, but couldn’t counteract him.”55

Gorbachev’s Aims and Achievements

What were Gorbachev’s intentions when he became Soviet leader? They can be
summarized briefly. He wanted to reform the Soviet system, not dismantle it.
He wished to make its economy more dynamic, introducing some market ele-
ments, but without turning it into a fully fledged market system. He wanted
more openness and tolerance but did not yet have in mind movement to plu-
ralist democracy. In foreign policy, as is clear from many memoirs and inter-
views with participants in the foreign policy–making process, his aims were
more far-reaching. He wanted to pull Soviet troops out of Afghanistan after ne-
gotiating as early as possible an end to the conflict there. He intended to make
plain to East European leaders that there would be no more Soviet military in-
terventions to keep them in office; it was up to them to satisfy the aspirations
of their peoples. He wanted to end the Cold War both because he wished to di-
vert resources from the wasteful arms race to the civilian sector of the Soviet
economy and because he believed that high tension in East-West relations in-
creased the chances of Cold War turning into hot war, if only by miscalcula-
tion or accident.
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The new concepts that Gorbachev embraced were no less important than the
appointments he made. The two are, of course, interconnected, for the new for-
eign policy team was encouraged to come up with fresh ideas and to convey to
scholars in the policy-oriented institutes that they were now free not only to think
the previously almost unthinkable but also to communicate their ideas to Gor-
bachev (sometimes directly, more usually by way of Yakovlev or Chernyaev) and,
before long, to publish them.56 By October 1986 Gorbachev had espoused a dra-
matic change in Soviet doctrine whereby “all-human values” had a superior au-
thority to “class values” and universal interests had to take precedence over class or
other sectional interests.57 This amounted to a radical departure from Leninism,
even though Gorbachev would find an obscure quotation from Lenin to attempt
to justify it and though he continued to hold Lenin in misplaced esteem.58

There are many candidates for the most important causes of the end of the
Cold War. They are discussed in greater detail elsewhere in this volume. The
longer the time perspective, the more candidates come into view. Clearly the
dismantling of Communist systems was intimately linked to the ending of the
Cold War. There are those who argue that the election of a Polish Pope in 1978
was “the beginning of the end of Communism” or, alternatively, that this acco-
lade should be accorded to the emergence of Solidarity in Poland in 1980. These
events may well have been the beginning of the end of Communism in Poland,
but even there a Communist system did not give way to pluralist democracy
until well into the Gorbachev era. Solidarity may have been much admired, but,
as a movement, it was not copied anywhere in Eastern Europe, and in Poland
itself it could lead only an underground existence from the imposition of mar-
tial law in December 1981 until 1988–89.59 One might, with even more jus-
tice, say that Khrushchev’s “secret speech” in 1956 was the beginning of the end
of Communism, for its repercussions were felt in every Communist Party, in-
cluding the Soviet one but especially strongly in East-Central Europe.
Khrushchev shattered the myth of the Communist Party’s infallibility and the
reality of its unity. One could go still further back and say that since Stalin’s dic-
tatorial regime produced a distorted economy and massive repression, in time it
would be rejected. Moreover, the whole edifice was based on Lenin’s false
premises that, inter alia, saw no place for legitimate political conflict. The Cold
War had to end sometime, just as hot wars eventually do, but none of the above
suppositions are of any help in showing why it came to an end between 1985
and 1990 and, more specifically, in 1988–89.

Gorbachev and Reagan

Slightly more plausible as the major cause of the Cold War’s ending, and a
highly popular view in many American and even some Russian circles, is that
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the hard-line policy of President Ronald Reagan was an immediate cause of
the transformation in Soviet policy that brought the Cold War to an end. In
particular, it is argued that Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) was a
“trigger” for this.60 There is a fragment of truth in the latter statement, but it
is not the fragment that most of its advocates have grasped. It was not so
much the hard-line policies of Reagan’s first term that ended the Cold War,
but his willingness to enter into serious negotiations and treat the Soviet
leader more as a partner than an enemy (the Reagan of 1985–88) that played
a crucial part in bringing the Cold War to a relatively peaceful conclusion.
That Reagan did this was partly a result of his own abhorrence of nuclear
weapons and partly a consequence of his being persuaded that Gorbachev
was a different kind of Soviet leader from his predecessors, one with whom
you could do business. That view was famously put to him, first of all, by
Margaret Thatcher, who could scarcely be thought to be “soft on Commu-
nism,” and was amply reinforced by George Shultz and Jack Matlock from
within his own entourage. Shultz, as noted earlier, established an excellent
working relationship with both Gorbachev and Shevardnadze, and Matlock
was an exceptionally well-informed American Ambassador to Moscow be-
tween 1987 and 1991.61

When Matlock arrived in Moscow to take up his ambassadorial post, he al-
ready took the view (by no means universally shared back in Washington) that
Gorbachev was sincere about political reform. He also believed that if the Soviet
leader was serious as well as sincere, he would have to tackle reform of the Com-
munist Party itself—and then he would meet resistance. If it were to begin to
look as if reform could no longer be controlled, Matlock’s assessment of “the
most likely outcome” was “a decision by Gorbachev to reverse course before
things got out of hand.”62 While Gorbachev did, on occasion, make tactical re-
treats (most notably, and in many respects mistakenly, in the winter of
1990–91) he did not, in fact, ever reverse course. On the contrary, he was pre-
pared to live with the consequences of his strategic choices.

Given Gorbachev’s desire to improve East-West relations dramatically for the
better, and his willingness radically to reassess the Soviet Union’s relationship
with Eastern Europe, there is a sense in which any American President should
have been able to have a productive relationship with him. Former President
Carter can certainly count himself unfortunate that he had to contend with the
Brezhnev-Gromyko-Ustinov triumvirate rather than with Gorbachev and She-
vardnadze. Yet, it must be acknowledged that any Democratic President would
have found himself under fierce attack in Washington if he had expressed even
the cautious view of Jack Matlock that a General Secretary of the Central Com-
mittee of the Communist Party was sincere in his desire to bring about political
reform in the Soviet Union. The opposition to arms control agreements from
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Washington hard-liners that even Reagan encountered would have been far
more threatening for a Democratic President and, perhaps, even for a Republi-
can who did not have Reagan’s long-standing and unquestionable anti-Com-
munist credentials.

In that sense, Reagan was an interlocutor who made ending the Cold War
easier than it might otherwise have been. Moreover, in spite of all their differ-
ences, there is a sense in which Gorbachev and Reagan were similar in not being
mere pragmatists, still less cynical pragmatists. Rather, “those two men were very
idealistic. . . . They both believed in something. They were not just men who
could change their sails and go any way the wind blows,” observed Aleksandr
Bessmertnykh, the former Soviet Foreign Minister, who, before he succeeded
Shevardnadze in that post, was a leading member of the support team at nu-
merous summit talks.63 Or as George Shultz has put it: “Now, as far as the U.S.-
Soviet relationship is concerned, I think that [Reagan’s] characteristics were
important . . . when Reagan said, ‘Yeah, I think this man is different,’ . . . that
was an expression of this internal confidence, as I see it, and willingness to stand
against people all around him if he felt this was the right course.”64 The “Rea-
gan factor” contributed, then, to the end of the Cold War, but was much less
decisive than the role of the Soviet leader. The immediate causes of the end of
the Cold War were the coming to power of Gorbachev, his selection of a new
foreign policy team with different values and orientations than their predeces-
sors, his willingness to liberalize the Soviet system and then to embark on its de-
mocratization, his rejection of the ideological underpinnings of the Cold War
and espousal of a conceptual revolution in the Soviet Union, and, above all, his
decision that force would no longer be used in Eastern Europe to uphold Com-
munist regimes loyal to Moscow.

Soviet Domestic Change Decisive

That is not, however, to deny that in an important sense the end of the Cold
War was a victory for the West. Over the long run Western systems had proved
their superiority politically—in terms of levels of freedom, accountability, and
rights of citizens—as compared with Communist regimes. Their economic su-
periority had long been clear, but by the 1980s was increasingly evident. The
countries of Western Europe and North America enjoyed not only greater eco-
nomic efficiency but higher levels of economic welfare than the Communist
states. There was, though, nothing very new about that. What was new—and of
decisive importance—was a reform-minded General Secretary, open to innova-
tive and critical ideas, given the fact that in the hierarchical Soviet system no
bold reformist initiative could get off the ground without the endorsement of
the very highest echelons of the Communist Party.
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A series of crucial decisions that changed the Soviet domestic political con-
text as well as foreign policy underpinned the policy of bringing the Cold War
to an end. In January 1987 Gorbachev first put political reform explicitly on the
party agenda and, still more crucially, in the summer of 1988 at the Nineteenth
Party Conference he persuaded the party to endorse, against the better judge-
ment of many of its officials, the pluralization of the political system through
the decision to move to contested elections for a new legislature. In foreign pol-
icy, Gorbachev had from the outset intended to remove Soviet troops from Af-
ghanistan, but the public announcement of this, when it came, was a landmark
decision. Even more fundamental was the policy first enunciated at the Nine-
teenth Conference of support of the rights of states to decide for themselves the
nature of their political and economic system. The latter point attracted more
attention when it was repeated in Gorbachev’s United Nations speech in De-
cember of that year, although even then most of the press missed the most cru-
cial passages because, as George Shultz later remarked, “it was captivated by the
‘hard news’ of Soviet troop withdrawals from Eastern Europe.”65

The contested elections of 1989 and the debates at the First Congress of Peo-
ple’s Deputies (the new legislature) in the spring and early summer of that year
further liberalized and pluralized the Soviet political system. If up to the end of
1988 what had occurred was a “revolution from above”—or, more precisely, a
struggle over the direction and intensity of reform within the higher echelons of
the Communist Party—open political contestation and debate in the mass
media were given a huge stimulus by the 1989 elections and the live broadcast-
ing of the parliamentary proceedings that followed. These changes radicalized
the society and brought new actors on to the political stage, including the lead-
ers of national (and, in a number of cases, separatist) movements. All of these
internal changes had implications for Soviet foreign policy, but the Cold War
had ended more than two years before the Soviet Union itself ceased to exist.

To sum up, it was a combination of new Soviet leadership and fresh ideas that
was decisive in eliminating the reasons for a Cold War by the end of the 1980s.
Many of the ideas had been lying around, but no one in authority had dared
pick them up until Gorbachev succeeded Chernenko. The new thinkers them-
selves, however, became radicalized during the perestroika years as self-censor-
ship became unnecessary, as they interacted with each other and (increasingly
freely) with their Western counterparts, and as it became clear that those now in
charge of Soviet foreign policy positively welcomed fresh thinking. Gorbachev
was able to change the balance of forces (first of influence, then of power) within
the Soviet system, even though he was himself always at risk of being over-
thrown. As Andrei Grachev has pertinently observed: “People seldom ask how
many coups d’état Gorbachev managed to avoid in six and a half years of re-
form.”66 Had Gorbachev been ousted earlier, much of his domestic and foreign
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policy would have been put into reverse. In terms of material capabilities, the
Soviet Union was, of course, far worse off than its Western rivals (and the gap
was widening), but that—as has already been noted—has not prevented far
poorer countries than Russia and the Soviet Union from sustaining highly au-
thoritarian regimes and antagonistic relations with much of the outside world.
In general, leadership, ideas, and changing perceptions of interests in the Soviet
Union, following Gorbachev’s coming to power in March 1985, rather than in-
terests or material capabilities in a more “objective” sense, played the most deci-
sive part in the ending of the Cold War.
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