
11 Gorbachev and the demise of
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This chapter discusses the connection between the Soviet Union and the
upheavals of 1989 in eastern Europe. The sweeping political reforms launched by
Mikhail Gorbachev within the Soviet Union, and the bold changes he carried out
in Soviet foreign policy, helped generate unrest and instability in eastern Europe.
The Soviet Union could have acted at any number of points in 1988 and 1989 to
reassert control in eastern Europe and to prop up the orthodox communist
regimes, but Gorbachev, far from hindering radical change in the region, actively
facilitated it. This chapter will show how the drastic changes in Soviet policy
under Gorbachev led to the collapse of communism in eastern Europe. It will also
weigh the costs and benefits of the new Soviet policy.

The context of Gorbachev’s new policy

From the mid-1940s through the mid-1980s, Soviet leaders regarded eastern
Europe as an extension of their own country’s frontiers. Threats to the security
of an east European regime, whether external or internal, were deemed threats
to Soviet security as well. This sentiment took its most explicit form in the 
so-called Brezhnev Doctrine, which laid down stringent ‘rules of the game’ for
the communist bloc in the wake of the Soviet-led invasion of Czechoslovakia in
August 1968:

Without question, the peoples of the socialist countries and the communist
parties must have the freedom to determine their own path of development.
Any decision they make, however, must not be inimical either to socialism in
their own country or to the fundamental interests of the other socialist coun-
tries . . .A socialist state that is in a system of other states composing the
socialist commonwealth cannot be free of the common interests of that
commonwealth. The sovereignty of individual socialist countries cannot be
set against the interests of world socialism and the world revolutionary move-
ment . . .Each communist party is free to apply the principles of Marxism-
Leninism and socialism in its own country, but it is not free to deviate from
these principles if it is to remain a communist party.1
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By linking the fate of every socialist country with the fate of all others, by requiring
socialist countries to abide by the norms of Marxism-Leninism as interpreted in
Moscow, and by subordinating the ‘abstract sovereignty’ of states to the ‘laws of
class struggle’, the Brezhnev Doctrine aptly codified the basic strands of Soviet
policy toward eastern Europe from 1945 on.

After Gorbachev came to power in March 1985, the Soviet–east European
relationship initially underwent little change.2 During his first few years
in office, the new Soviet leader sought to promote greater economic integration
within the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA) and an expansion
of political and military cooperation among the members of the Warsaw Pact.
In both respects, his early policies displayed a strong continuity with those of his
predecessors. Discussions about eastern Europe at Soviet Politburo meetings in
1985 and 1986 revealed little inclination to tamper with the ‘underlying path of
development of our cooperation with other socialist countries’.3 Rather than pro-
posing reforms, Gorbachev advocated ‘greater party control’ over Soviet–east
European economic relations and emphasized the need to ‘consolidate the unity
of the socialist countries and to counter any centrifugal tendencies’ within the
Soviet bloc. He assured his colleagues that the Soviet Union would remain ‘the
leader of the socialist world and the guarantor of the security and socialist gains
of the fraternal countries’.4 In public as well, Gorbachev’s initial statements
about eastern Europe seemed to be in full accord with the basic policies devised
under Josif Stalin, Nikita Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev. The new Soviet
leader’s manner of presentation may have been more dynamic, but at no time dur-
ing the first few years of his tenure did he disavow the Brezhnev Doctrine or even
condemn the way his predecessors had handled Soviet–east European relations.

By the spring of 1988, however, Soviet policy toward eastern Europe started to
loosen, adumbrating a fundamental shift in Gorbachev’s approach. This reconfig-
uration can be attributed to several key internal and external factors, of which five
in particular deserve mention.5

First, Gorbachev’s consolidation of power by 1988 enabled him to undertake
bolder steps both at home and in eastern Europe than he could have earlier. The
drastic reorientation of Soviet policy toward eastern Europe in 1988 and 1989
would simply have been infeasible in the domestic environment of 1985 and
1986. Second, Gorbachev evidently had come to believe by 1988–89 that eco-
nomic revitalization, for both the Soviet Union and eastern Europe, would be
impossible in the absence of sweeping political reform. As the Soviet leader’s
domestic priorities became more radical, it was only natural – indeed essential –
that he should be willing to tolerate fundamental changes in other socialist coun-
tries. Third, by 1988 Gorbachev had embarked on a campaign to transfer power
from the communist party to state and legislative bodies, which would be more
amenable to far-reaching reform. These institutional changes at home, which did
away with the party bodies that had supervised intra-bloc relations, could not help
but reduce the Soviet Union’s capacity to interfere in the domestic affairs of east
European states. Fourth, growing instances of violent unrest by 1988–89 under-
scored the necessity of major reform throughout the ‘socialist commonwealth’.
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The demise of east European communism 181

Although calm had prevailed in eastern Europe during Gorbachev’s first few years
in office, outbreaks of turmoil in Poland, Hungary and Romania in 1988 and the
burgeoning ethnic unrest in the Soviet Union itself revealed the dangers that might
arise from a failure to implement reforms. Fifth, significant improvements in
East–West relations in 1987 and 1988 provided the Soviet Union with a further
incentive to relax its control over eastern Europe. At a time of waning international
tensions, Gorbachev had less reason to fear that Western countries would exploit
changes in eastern Europe to Moscow’s disadvantage, and more reason to hope
that a looser Soviet policy in the region would spur increased East–West trade. The
convergence of these different factors by 1988–89 established a climate conducive
to far-reaching change.

Signs of change

The first indicator of a shift in Gorbachev’s policy came during his visit to
Yugoslavia in March 1988, when a joint communiqué pledged ‘unconditional’
respect for ‘the principles of equality and non-interference’ and for ‘the inde-
pendence of parties and socialist countries to define, for themselves, the path
of their own development’.6 In subsequent months, the Soviet Union made good
on these pledges by providing the east European countries with much greater
latitude for internal political and economic change – latitude that Hungary
and Poland (though not the four other countries) were quick to exploit. Moreover,
for the first time, Soviet analysts began to re-evaluate and criticize the whole post-
war history of Soviet–east European relations. As early as May 1988 a lengthy
article in the weekly Literaturnaya gazeta stressed that the Soviet Union’s ‘hege-
monism and great-power mentality’ in eastern Europe after 1945, as reflected in
‘the spread of Stalinist socialism wherever possible and its standardization in
all countries regardless of their national features’, had been directly responsi-
ble for the cycle of ‘sharp confrontations and armed clashes between socialist
countries’.7 Before long, similar criticisms were appearing regularly in the Soviet
press.

The reorientation of Gorbachev’s policy toward the Warsaw Pact countries was
further signaled in December 1988 by his announcement, in a speech before the
United Nations (UN) General Assembly, that the Soviet Union would unilaterally
reduce its military forces in eastern Europe by 50,000 troops, 5,300 tanks and
24 tactical nuclear weapons.8 In purely military terms, these reductions were of
little significance, but symbolically their importance was enormous. They were
designed both as a means of improving East–West relations (of ‘showing that our
new political thinking is more than just words’, as Gorbachev exclaimed during a
Politburo meeting shortly after his speech) and as tangible confirmation of the
new Soviet approach to intra-bloc relations. Some members of the CPSU
Politburo warned that the reductions, by strengthening the impression that the
Soviet Union would no longer provide ‘fraternal assistance’ to the east European
regimes, might have ‘undesirable consequences for the entire socialist common-
wealth’.9 But Gorbachev himself was willing to accept those risks as he pressed
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ahead with his efforts to restructure the domestic system in the USSR and to
recast Soviet foreign policy, above all policy toward eastern Europe.

The radical shift: perils and goals

These two strands of Gorbachev’s reform programme increasingly reinforced one
another – whether intentionally or not – through a spill-over from the USSR into
the other socialist countries. As the pace of perestroika and glasnost accelerated
in the Soviet Union, the ‘winds of change’ gradually filtered throughout the
Eastern bloc, bringing long-submerged grievances and social discontent to the
surface. Under growing popular pressure, the authorities in Hungary and Poland
embarked on much more ambitious paths of reform in 1988–89 than Gorbachev
himself had yet adopted. As ferment in those two countries and elsewhere in the
region continued to increase, Gorbachev’s public comments about eastern Europe
grew bolder. Earlier on, his statements had amounted to little more than standard
pledges not to interfere in the domestic affairs of the east European states, but by
1989 his pronouncements had come to reflect the full importance of the ongoing
changes. In a speech before the European Parliament in July 1989, Gorbachev
expressed support for the maintenance of socialism in Europe, but then indicated
a willingness to accept whatever result might come:

The social and political orders of certain countries [in Europe] changed in
the past, and may change again in the future. However, this is exclusively a
matter for the peoples themselves to decide; it is their choice. Any interference
in internal affairs, or any attempts to limit the sovereignty of states – includ-
ing friends and allies, or anyone else – are impermissible.10

Against the backdrop of the remarkable changes under way in Poland and
Hungary, including the imminent formation of a Polish government led by
Solidarity (the independent mass movement that was banned in Poland from
December 1981 until early 1989), this declaration took on even greater impor-
tance. Although the four other Warsaw Pact countries – Czechoslovakia, East
Germany, Bulgaria and Romania – staunchly eschewed any hint of liberalization
and clung firmly to orthodox communist policies, there was no doubt by early to
mid-1989 that Gorbachev was willing to permit far-reaching internal changes in
eastern Europe that previously would have been ruled out and forcibly suppressed
under the Brezhnev Doctrine.

Thus, from that point on, the real issue for Gorbachev was no longer whether
he should uphold the Brezhnev Doctrine, but whether he could avoid the
‘Khrushchev Dilemma’. That is, the problem was not whether to accept peaceful
domestic change, as in Czechoslovakia in 1968, but how to prevent widespread
anti-Soviet violence from breaking out, as in Hungary in 1956. Gorbachev would
have found himself in an intractable situation if he had been confronted by
a large-scale, violent uprising in Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia or
Hungary. On the two previous occasions when violent rebellions threatened
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The demise of east European communism 183

Soviet control over those four countries – in East Germany in 1953 and Hungary
in 1956 – Gorbachev’s predecessors responded with military force. If a compa-
rable crisis had erupted in 1989, the pressure for Soviet military intervention
would have been enormous, just as it was on Khrushchev in 1956. No matter how
Gorbachev might have responded, he would have suffered grave damage. On the
one hand, if he had declined to reassert military control in the face of widespread
anti-Soviet violence, he would have given his domestic opponents a perfect
opportunity to accuse him of betrayal and to move against him. On the other hand,
if he had proceeded with a full-fledged invasion, the adverse effects on Soviet
domestic reform and on East–West relations would have been incalculable.11

Hence, Gorbachev’s overriding objective was to avoid the Khrushchev
Dilemma altogether. He could not afford to be confronted by a violent uprising in
one of the key east European countries. Only by forestalling such a disastrous turn
of events would he have any hope of moving ahead with his reform program. The
problem, however, was that his very policies, by unleashing centrifugal forces
within the Eastern bloc, had already made it more likely that a violent rebellion
would occur. One of the main deterrents to popular anti-communist uprisings in
eastern Europe after 1956 was the local populations’ awareness that, if necessary,
Soviet troops would intervene to restore control. Because this perceived constraint
had been steadily diminishing under Gorbachev, the risk of a violent upheaval had
increased commensurately.

The possibility of a violent explosion in eastern Europe had long been apparent
to prominent Soviet specialists on the region, such as Oleg Bogomolov and
Vyacheslav Dashichev. In the pre-Gorbachev era, these analysts played no role in
the policymaking process. After Gorbachev came to power, however, senior offi-
cials proved far more willing to consider (and indeed began actively soliciting)
advice from the expert community. As a result, the views of specialists like
Bogomolov and Dashichev were gradually able to filter upward and help shape the
perceptions of Gorbachev’s key advisers, especially Georgii Shakhnazarov
(Gorbachev’s chief aide on eastern Europe), Aleksandr Yakovlev and Soviet Foreign
Minister Eduard Shevardnadze. These senior officials – and eventually Gorbachev
himself – came to realize that the longer the existing structures in eastern Europe
remained in place, the greater the danger would be for the Soviet Union. A secret
memorandum prepared by Shakhnazarov for Gorbachev and the Soviet Politburo
in October 1988 warned that ‘social instability and crisis might engulf the whole
socialist world simultaneously’.12 The memorandum described the situation in
stark terms:

There are countless signs that all the fraternal countries are plagued by basically
the same problems, which are rapidly growing and intensifying. The fact that the
symptoms are alike in all these countries shows that the disease is caused not by
some sort of noxious virus.. .but by concrete factors rooted in the underlying
economic and political model of socialism that was first developed in our
country and that was then transferred, with essentially no modifications, to the
countries that embarked on the socialist path in the post-war period.13
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Another of Gorbachev’s key advisers on European affairs, Vitalii Zhurkin, later
recalled that the Soviet authorities had finally ‘faced up to the fact . . . that the
authoritarian and totalitarian systems in the countries of eastern Europe were arti-
ficial and would not last for ever’.14 If those systems had been ‘prolonged for
another five or ten years’, Zhurkin argued, the resulting ‘explosions’ would have
been far more ‘destructive’ and would have caused greater ‘destabilization’ and
‘problems for everyone, not least for us’.15

Thus, both the record of previous crises in eastern Europe and the prospect that
new crises would emerge in the near future had convinced Gorbachev’s advisers
(and eventually Gorbachev himself) that, as Shevardnadze put it, ‘if positive
changes [in eastern Europe] were suppressed or delayed, the whole situation
would end in tragedy’.16 Gorbachev also was aware, however, that unless these
‘positive changes’ in eastern Europe occurred peacefully, his domestic reform
program – and his own political fate – would be in jeopardy.

Mindful of that dilemma, Gorbachev and his aides by late 1988 had established
two basic goals for Soviet policy in eastern Europe. First, they wanted to avoid
direct Soviet military intervention at all costs. Shakhnazarov had emphasized in
his memorandum to Gorbachev that ‘in the future, the prospect of “extinguish-
ing” crisis situations [in eastern Europe] through military means must be com-
pletely ruled out’.17 Second, they sought to achieve a peaceful but rapid transition
to a new political order in eastern Europe. By drastically modifying the region’s
political complexion, they could defuse the pressures that had given rise to vio-
lent internal crises in the past. But to ensure that the early stages of the process
remained peaceful and that ‘positive changes’ would indeed occur, the Soviet
Union itself had to play an active, initiating role. The need for an active policy had
been stressed in Shakhnazarov’s memorandum:

Some countries have followed our example or have even gone beyond us in
undertaking profound reforms, but others, like the GDR, Romania and
[Czechoslovakia], have still not acknowledged the need for reforms, prima-
rily for political reasons and the current leaders’ aversion to making changes
in anything. In reality, all of these countries need fundamental changes,
although we cannot speak about this publicly, lest they accuse us of trying to
impose perestroika on our friends. But a fact remains a fact. The obvious
signs of an impending crisis demand radical reforms everywhere in the
socialist world . . .Those who stubbornly refuse to heed the pressures for
change are just intensifying the ills they face and are greatly complicating
matters for the future. This affects us in the most direct way. Even if we are
not authorized to be an ‘elder brother’ in the socialist world, we cannot reject
the role of a leader, a role that objectively belongs to the Soviet Union as the
most powerful socialist country. If the situation were to reach a crisis point in
one or more socialist countries, we would have to come to their rescue at the
cost of enormous material, political and even human losses.18

The basic problem, as Shakhnazarov indicated, was that if most of the East
European communist parties had been left to their own devices, they would have
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The demise of east European communism 185

sought to avoid reforms indefinitely. The hard-line regimes in Czechoslovakia, East
Germany, Bulgaria and Romania had become increasingly repressive and intransi-
gent as the internal and external pressures for reform grew. These regimes were
heartened in June 1989 when the leaders of the Chinese Communist Party launched
an all-out assault against unarmed student protesters near Tiananmen Square. The
crackdown in Beijing came less than three weeks after Gorbachev had made a land-
mark visit to China, the first such visit by a Soviet leader in 30 years. (The Chinese
authorities had hoped that the protests, which began in April 1989, would soon peter
out and that the students would be gone from Tiananmen Square by the time
Gorbachev arrived in mid-May.19 Far from diminishing, however, the protests – and
foreign press coverage of them – increased sharply in the lead-up to Gorbachev’s
visit.) Televised images of the bloodshed in China in early June reinforced the wide-
spread belief in Moscow that urgent steps were needed to forestall destabilizing
unrest in eastern Europe.20 But the ‘lesson’ drawn by the leaders of East Germany,
Czechoslovakia and Romania was just the opposite – namely, that liberalization
would be dangerous and that large-scale violent repression would enable them to
crush all opposition. When Soviet officials realized that the hard-line east European
regimes were willing to emulate the Tiananmen Square massacre, they concluded
that the Soviet Union must actively promote fundamental change in eastern Europe,
rather than simply waiting and hoping that all would work out for the best.

The decision to assume an active role is what was so striking about the reori-
entation of Soviet policy toward eastern Europe under Gorbachev. It was not just
a question of Gorbachev’s willingness to accept and tolerate drastic changes in the
Warsaw Pact countries; rather, he and his aides did their best to ensure that these
changes occurred and that they occurred peacefully. As Valentin Falin, the head of
the CPSU International Department, which oversaw Soviet relations with eastern
Europe from mid-1988 on, later acknowledged:

The CPSU Central Committee was aware of the unsavory processes under
way in the [east European] countries and therefore – to the extent permitted
by the principle of non-interference in internal affairs and respect of the right
of peoples to choose – we tried to influence the situation.21

Gorbachev had pledged in mid-1988 that the Soviet Union ‘would not impose
[its] methods of development’, including perestroika and glasnost, ‘on anyone
else’, but the situation in eastern Europe was changing so rapidly by early to mid-
1989 that it necessitated greater Soviet involvement than he initially anticipated.22

Unlike in the past, when Gorbachev’s predecessors relied on military force to
‘defend socialism’ in eastern Europe, the Soviet Union in 1989 had to play a
direct part in countering the ‘unsavory processes’ that might eventually have led
to widespread violent unrest in one or more east European countries.

Far-reaching consequences

The radical implications of Gorbachev’s approach were evident in early and 
mid-1989 when drastic reforms were adopted by Hungary and Poland, culminating
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in the formation of a Solidarity-led government in Poland. But the full magnitude
of the forces unleashed by Gorbachev’s policies did not become apparent until the
last few months of 1989. Events that would have been unthinkable even a year or
two earlier suddenly happened: peaceful revolutions from below in East Germany
and Czechoslovakia, the dismantling of the Berlin Wall, popular ferment and the
downfall of Todor Zhivkov in Bulgaria, and violent upheaval and the execution of
Nicolae and Elena Ceauvescu in Romania. As one orthodox communist regime
after another collapsed, the Soviet Union expressed approval and lent strong sup-
port to the reformist, non-communist governments that emerged. Soviet leaders
also joined their east European counterparts in condemning previous instances of
Soviet interference in eastern Europe, particularly the 1968 invasion of
Czechoslovakia.23 In the past, the Soviet Union had done all it could to stifle
and deter political liberalization in eastern Europe; but by late 1989 there was
no doubt that the east European countries would enjoy full leeway to pursue
drastic economic, political and social reforms, including the option of abandoning
communism altogether.

Although Gorbachev had not intended to undermine the socialist bloc and did
not foresee that the changes he initiated would lead to the rapid demise of com-
munism in eastern Europe, he consistently stuck to his policies of promoting fun-
damental change and avoiding the use of force at all costs. He originally had
hoped to preserve the integrity of the Warsaw Pact and to create favorable condi-
tions in eastern Europe for a liberalized form of communism (‘socialism with a
human face’) that would enable the socialist commonwealth to overcome the
political instability that had plagued it so often in the past.24 Gorbachev knew it
would be risky to pursue a new social and political order in eastern Europe, but
he believed there would be even greater risks if he failed to act. When the process
of change in eastern Europe took on a revolutionary momentum of its own, he
declined to interrupt it or even to try to slow it down. As a result, the upheavals
of 1989 transformed the region so comprehensively that they undermined Soviet
influence.

Nonetheless, even though Gorbachev did not anticipate how promptly the bloc
would disintegrate or how quickly the reunification of Germany would proceed,25

his basic approach to Soviet–east European relations proved remarkably success-
ful in averting the Khrushchev Dilemma. The swift transition to a new and more
stable political order in eastern Europe was almost entirely peaceful, other than
in the special case of Romania. Never before has rapid social and political
change of this magnitude occurred with so little violence. The peaceful collapse
of communism in eastern Europe seemed implausible until it actually happened.

Some element of good fortune may have been involved, but Gorbachev’s
success in avoiding the Khrushchev Dilemma was not just a matter of luck. Nor
was the lack of any major violence (except in Romania) during the revolutions of
1989 attributable to the east European communist regimes themselves. Had it
been left to the East German, Bulgarian or Czechoslovak authorities, violent
repression would have resulted. Instead, the lack of violence was attributable in
part to the restraint and courage of the east European peoples, and in part to the
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deliberate policies adopted by Moscow. Throughout the latter half of 1989 (and
even earlier in Hungary and Poland), the Soviet Union took timely and effective
action to forestall violence and promote far-reaching liberalization in the Warsaw
Pact countries. At each of the many points when the Soviet Union could have
stepped in to halt or reverse the process of fundamental change, Gorbachev
instead chose to expedite it.

Moscow’s active role

The first and, in many ways, most important test of Gorbachev’s efforts to promote
sweeping change in eastern Europe came in Poland, a country that had experi-
enced severe internal crises many times in the recent past (in 1956, 1968, 1970,
1976 and 1980–81). By the late 1980s Poland once again seemed highly suscep-
tible to violent unrest.26 The potential for renewed instability became evident in
early March 1988 when thousands of students in Warsaw, Kraków, Wroc„aw and
Lublin held large protest rallies to mark the twentieth anniversary of student
demonstrations in 1968 that were harshly suppressed by the communist regime.
The Polish authorities responded to the March 1988 protests by sending in special
anti-riot police, who clashed violently with the students and arrested hundreds.27

The police eventually quelled the disturbances, but the uneasy calm that followed
lasted barely a month. In April 1988 crippling strikes broke out at major indus-
trial plants and shipyards around the country led by workers demanding the rele-
galization of Solidarity. (Solidarity had been formally banned in December 1981
and was not permitted to regroup even after martial law was lifted in July 1983.)
The authorities again responded with force, but the crackdown did not prevent
some of the strikes from dragging on until mid-May.28 These outbreaks of violent
turmoil, coming in such rapid succession, underscored the potential for much
wider unrest. To avert a chaotic upheaval in Poland, Gorbachev acted at crucial
moments in 1988 and 1989 to ensure that the country would undergo a peaceful
but drastic transformation. The approach that Gorbachev adopted in Poland is
worth briefly examining here in so far as it illustrates the type of policy he pur-
sued throughout the region. The Polish case also highlights the radical difference
between Gorbachev’s policies and those of earlier Soviet leaders.

Soviet efforts to promote political liberalization in Poland began during
Gorbachev’s visit to Warsaw in July 1988, when he offered to resolve controver-
sial ‘blank spots’ in Soviet–Polish relations and privately urged senior officials in
the Polish United Workers’ Party (PZPR) to press ahead with political and eco-
nomic reforms.29 The need for far-reaching change in Poland became all the more
evident the following month when a new wave of strikes in support of Solidarity
erupted at Polish factories and coal mines. From that point on, Soviet leaders
began strongly encouraging the PZPR to seek an accord with the still-banned
trade union.

Initially, Gorbachev’s prodding encountered resistance in Warsaw, where many
officials were loath to contemplate a meaningful role for Solidarity. The Polish
leader, Wojciech Jaruzelski, claimed in mid-1988 that Solidarity’s legal existence
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in 1980–81 had spawned ‘chaos and anarchy’, and he vowed not to permit a ‘return
to those times’. Jaruzelski and other high-ranking Polish officials spoke of the
need to adopt ‘emergency powers’, including a ban on further strikes.30 Although
the Polish government established preliminary contacts with Lech Wa„ęsa and
other key Solidarity representatives in late August and early September 1988, the
prospect of a genuine bargain (not to mention full-fledged power-sharing) still
seemed remote.31 Faced with this impasse, Gorbachev authorized a high-level
Soviet official, Nikolai Shishlin, to declare that ‘we [in Moscow] would not be
frightened if Solidarity re-emerged’ or if there were a ‘return to trade union
pluralism’ in Poland, a statement that undercut PZPR hardliners who opposed any
sort of deal with Solidarity.32 Shishlin’s comments, published on 7 September,
were reflected in documents prepared over the next few days by the Polish author-
ities regarding new overtures to the opposition.33 Soviet leaders then met in
Moscow with top-ranking Polish officials and recommended that the PZPR move
rapidly ahead in forging an agreement.34

With continued strong encouragement from Moscow, the Polish government
soon agreed to open full-fledged ‘round-table’ talks with Solidarity in early
February 1989 and to restore the union’s legal status. When the round-table
talks culminated in a ‘grand deal’ in early April 1989, Soviet leaders promptly
and unequivocally expressed support.35 The ensuing parliamentary elections in
Poland in early June 1989 were only partly free, but they resulted in a crushing
victory for Solidarity over the PZPR. Polish communist leaders had consistently
overestimated their chances of success in the elections, and they were stunned
by the results.36 Although some observers speculated that the Soviet Union might
try to undo the PZPR’s humiliating defeat, nothing of the sort actually happened.
Instead, Soviet officials immediately endorsed the strong showing by Solidarity
and made clear to the Polish authorities that they must abide by the outcome.
When the PZPR Politburo and Secretariat convened in a joint session on 5 June
(the day after the elections) to ponder their next steps, the hard-line members who
had been counting on Moscow to intervene against Solidarity were left in a state
of shock. They conceded that, under the circumstances, ‘the elections cannot be
annulled’.37

Even at this stage, however, several key figures in the Polish leadership were
still hopeful that Soviet policy would revert to a more traditional orientation.
Declassified materials reveal that, as early as August 1988, Poland’s Homeland
Defense Committee (the highest political-military body in the country) secretly
authorized the Polish Ministry of Internal Affairs (MSW) to begin planning for
the imposition of martial law.38 Although the full extent of the planning is not yet
known, newly released documents indicate that MSW commanders mobilized
forces from the Security Service (SB) for a full-scale crackdown. The MSW also
launched a covert domestic operation (codenamed Urna ‘89) in the spring of 1989
to discredit Solidarity and sway the results of the parliamentary elections in
favor of the PZPR – an effort that proved singularly unsuccessful.39 In the wake of
that debacle, the MSW and SB resumed their preparations for the introduction of
martial law. The apparent success of China’s violent campaign against protesters
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near Tiananmen Square – an event that took place on the same day as the Polish
elections – lent greater weight to the arguments of those in the PZPR who
believed that a similar approach would work in Poland. The MSW’s preparations
in June 1989, including the drafting of timetables for a forceful crackdown and
the compilation of detailed lists of people to be arrested, went well beyond the
preliminary steps taken in the latter half of 1988.40 On 26 June the MSW chief of
staff, General Henryk Dankowski, ordered the ministry’s regional bureaus to
prepare evaluations of the newly elected members of parliament and to send
him the files of all ‘secret collaborators’ (tajne wspó„pracowniki) of the SB.41

Dankowski also ordered the regional commanders and SB to maintain ‘full oper-
ational contact’ with the informants, presumably to elicit their support for
‘extreme measures’. If the Polish authorities had received a go-ahead from
Moscow in mid-1989 (as they did eight years earlier), the martial law operation
of December 1981 might well have been repeated.

Far from encouraging a crackdown, however, Gorbachev did just the opposite.
In the aftermath of the Polish elections, he not only continued to express his sup-
port for the results, but also provided a great boost to Solidarity by declaring, in
his speech before the European Parliament, that the Soviet Union would ‘respect
the absolute right of every nation to choose its own social system as it sees fit’.
To dispel any ambiguity about this phrasing, Gorbachev instructed one of his
top aides, Vadim Zagladin, to make clear that Poland, like every other nation, had
the ‘absolute right to choose its own social system’, including the option of a non-
communist government. When Zagladin was asked, on the eve of Gorbachev’s
visit to Strasbourg, whether the Soviet Union would be willing to tolerate
a Solidarity-led government in Warsaw, he replied: ‘We will maintain ties
with any Polish government that emerges after the recent elections. This is 
purely a Polish internal affair. Any solution adopted by our Polish friends will be
acceptable to us.’42

Coming in the wake of the Polish elections and the remarkable changes under
way in Hungary, the statements by Gorbachev and Zagladin sent a powerful mes-
sage to the Polish authorities (and, indirectly, to all the other leaders in eastern
Europe). Certainly no one in the PZPR could any longer have much hope that
the Soviet Union would come to the rescue – militarily or otherwise – of the
decaying communist regime in Warsaw.

Gorbachev’s role remained vital in late July 1989, when pressure mounted
in Poland for the establishment of a non-communist government headed by
Solidarity. Jaruzelski tried to stave off this development by publicly warning that
‘adjoining states’, especially the Soviet Union, would ‘look at this askance’.43

The Polish leader was hoping that the Soviet Union would back him up, but his
hopes proved unfounded. One of Gorbachev’s top aides, Aleksandr Yakovlev,
sought assurance from Solidarity that it would uphold Poland’s military obliga-
tions to the Warsaw Pact; and then, with that assurance in hand, he declared that
‘political arrangements in Poland are solely for the Poles themselves to decide,
without interference from any quarter’.44 The Soviet Union, Yakovlev added,
would accept any type of government that emerged.
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With that, the PZPR’s last hope of preserving its ‘leading role’ in Polish society
disappeared. By the third week in August the Polish communist authorities were
forced to give Solidarity an opportunity to form its own government under
Tadeusz Mazowiecki. Before Mazowiecki’s government could actually take
office, however, Soviet intervention was required again. The PZPR General
Secretary, Mieczys„aw Rakowski, made a last-ditch effort to undercut the new
government by declaring that he would not accept Mazowiecki’s appointment
unless the PZPR was given additional ministerial slots (beyond the two already
promised). Wa„ęsa and Mazowiecki warned Rakowski to ‘stop rocking the boat’
with ‘threats and blackmail’, and a deadlock ensued.45 For a brief while the
whole arrangement in Poland seemed on the verge of collapse, but Gorbachev
stepped in to salvage it. In a 40-minute telephone call to Rakowski, he persuaded
the Polish leader to adopt a more conciliatory line.46 Rakowski promptly
announced that he would seek ‘partnerlike cooperation’ with Solidarity and
would drop his demand for extra portfolios. Shortly thereafter, a PZPR press offi-
cial hailed Solidarity for its ‘realistic approach’, and the outgoing communist
Prime Minister, Czes„aw Kiszczak, lauded Mazowiecki as ‘an outstanding
personality’ and ‘a wise man’.47

The prospect of a non-communist government in Poland aroused consternation
among the anti-reformist east European states, especially Romania, which
claimed that the development would benefit ‘imperialist, reactionary forces’ and
‘jeopardize the interests of socialism, including the Warsaw Pact’.48 In an ironic
reversal of its position in 1968, the Romanian government secretly urged the other
Warsaw Pact states to join it in sending troops to Poland to prevent Solidarity
from coming to power:

As a communist party and socialist country, [we] cannot consider this to be
solely a Polish internal affair. [We] believe it concerns all socialist countries.. .
The Communist and workers’ parties of the socialist countries, representing
the members of the Warsaw Pact, should adopt a stance and demand that
Solidarity not be entrusted with the mission of forming a government. [We]
have decided to appeal to . . . the leaders of the parties in the Warsaw Pact
countries and other socialist countries to express serious concern and to ask
for joint [military] action to avert the grave situation in Poland and to defend
socialism and the Polish people.49

Soviet leaders immediately dismissed any such notion and lodged a stern protest
with the Romanian authorities.50 The Soviet press went out of its way to commend
Mazowiecki for being a ‘calm, equable politician’ who during ‘his many years of
experience’ had ‘never sought to promote himself’.51 High-ranking Soviet
officials stressed that ‘the Poles have chosen their own path of development’ and
‘are able to decide their fate for themselves’.52 Mazowiecki’s government was
able to take office without further ado, and the Soviet Union transmitted a mes-
sage of congratulations pledging continued ‘friendship and cooperation’ with
Poland.53

190 Reinterpreting the end of the Cold War

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



The demise of east European communism 191

Gorbachev reaffirmed his willingness to accept and even welcome the new
Polish government when he sent one of his top advisers, Vladimir Kryuchkov, to
Warsaw shortly after Mazowiecki took office. Kryuchkov conveyed Gorbachev’s
‘wishes of great success’ and praised Mazowiecki as ‘a solid man’ who ‘knows
what his country needs’.54 In a separate meeting with senior PZPR officials,
Kryuchkov warned that the party must help, rather than hinder, the new Prime
Minister. Rakowski heeded this message by promptly ordering all PZPR members
in the state administrative apparatus to work loyally for Mazowiecki’s govern-
ment.55 In subsequent weeks, Soviet leaders repeatedly voiced strong support for
the new Polish government. Although Gorbachev and his colleagues were well
aware that Poland ‘might eventually leave the Warsaw Pact’, they wanted to
‘establish friendly and amicable ties’ and to ‘cooperate [with the Solidarity-led
government] to the maximum extent’. The Soviet Politburo promised Mazowiecki
that the USSR would ‘de-Stalinize Soviet–Polish relations’ and would ‘fulfill all
obligations [regarding energy supplies] to Poland scrupulously and without
exception’.56 The Politburo directed all the relevant Soviet agencies and min-
istries to make good on these pledges. When Mazowiecki visited Moscow in late
November 1989, Gorbachev again ‘wished [him] every success’ and declared that
‘relations between our two countries have become better, cleaner and healthier
than ever before’.57

In short, rather than trying to save the PZPR’s ‘leading role’ in Polish society,
the Soviet Union actively facilitated the demise of communist rule in Poland.
Even if Gorbachev initially may have preferred to see the Polish government
remain under the control of reform-minded communists, he soon came to recog-
nize that no communist leader in Poland could win sufficient popular support to
guarantee political stability. Only a government led by Solidarity could take the
steps needed to forestall another violent crisis in Poland, a crisis that would gen-
erate pressure for a Soviet military response. When it came to a choice of either
promoting the formation of a stable, non-communist government in Poland or
upholding orthodox communist rule by any means necessary, Gorbachev – unlike
his predecessors – chose the former.

The experience with Poland was typical of Gorbachev’s policy toward eastern
Europe as a whole. In each case, the Soviet Union helped to bring about sweep-
ing political change while effectively depriving hard-line communist leaders of
the option of violent repression. The notable exception of Romania, with its
bloody and chaotic revolution, merely proves the rule. Since the mid-1960s,
Soviet influence had always been much weaker in Romania than in the other
Warsaw Pact countries. If the Soviet Union had been able to maintain the
same degree of influence in Romania that it enjoyed elsewhere in eastern Europe,
the violent rebellion of December 1989 might not have been necessary. The
Romanian crisis was illuminating in its own right, however, in so far as it showed
the lengths to which Gorbachev was willing to go to avoid direct Soviet military
intervention in eastern Europe. Despite serious provocations by the forces loyal
to Nicolae Ceauvescu, including the firing of shots at the Soviet embassy in
Bucharest and threats by the Romanian state security agency (Securitate) to blow
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up nuclear power stations near the Soviet border, and despite explicit statements
by the major Western governments that they would welcome Soviet intervention
in Romania, Soviet leaders refrained from sending in any troops.58 Indeed, newly
declassified materials confirm that Gorbachev was so disinclined to use military
force in eastern Europe that he did not even seriously broach the matter when the
Soviet Politburo gathered at the height of the Romanian crisis to discuss possible
responses.59

In every respect, then, Gorbachev’s approach to Soviet–east European rela-
tions, from mid-1988 on, was radically different from that of his predecessors.
Previous Soviet leaders had sought to maintain orthodox communist regimes in
eastern Europe, if necessary through the use of armed force. Gorbachev, by con-
trast, wanted to avoid military intervention in eastern Europe at all costs. Hence,
his paramount objective was to defuse the pressures in the region that might even-
tually have led to violent, anti-Soviet uprisings. This objective, in turn, required
him to go much further than he initially anticipated. In effect, Gorbachev actively
promoted fundamental political change in eastern Europe while there was still
some chance of benefiting from it, rather than risk being confronted later on by
widespread violence that would practically compel him to send in troops. The
hope was that, by supporting the sweeping but peaceful transformation of the
region over the near term, the Soviet Union would never again have to contend
with large-scale outbreaks of anti-Soviet violence, as Khrushchev had to do in
1956. This basic strategy, of encouraging and managing internal upheavals in
order to prevent much more severe crises in the future, achieved its immediate
aim, but in the process it both necessitated and ensured the demise of east
European communism.

Benefits and costs

By effectively doing away with the communist bloc, Gorbachev vastly improved the
climate for East–West relations (including East–West trade) and eliminated the
perceived burden that eastern Europe had long imposed on Soviet economic and
military resources.60 He also removed a major impediment to his programme of
domestic reform. Whereas previous Soviet leaders were wont to invoke the concepts
of ‘socialist internationalism’and a ‘socialist commonwealth’ to confer ‘legitimacy’
on the traditional Marxist-Leninist model, Gorbachev and his aides could point
to the developments in eastern Europe as evidence of the model’s bankruptcy.
Yakovlev, for example, argued in November 1989 that the upheavals in Hungary,
Poland, East Germany and Bulgaria ‘pose a threat to no one, except, perhaps, to the
countries that have not yet gone through the process of democratization’.61 Another
of Gorbachev’s aides, Sergei Karaganov, stressed in early 1990 that:

the changes in the German Democratic Republic, Czechoslovakia, and
Romania have provided a potent push for perestroika. . .They have strength-
ened its irreversibility, and showed that there is no reasonable alternative to the
democratization of the political system and the marketization of the economy.62
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The turmoil that Gorbachev allowed and encouraged in the East bloc countries
thereby negated a key external prop on which his opponents in Moscow might
have relied. In all these respects, the dissolution of Soviet hegemony over eastern
Europe was highly beneficial for the Soviet leader.

At the same time, Gorbachev’s policy, for all its positive aspects, was fraught with
serious costs. The historian Vyacheslav Dashichev has rightly observed that ‘no one
in the Soviet Union – neither Gorbachev nor the ruling political elite nor the wider
Soviet society – was ready, either psychologically or conceptually, for the funda-
mental turnaround that occurred’.63 By late 1990, the Soviet Union was unable to
salvage what little remained of its leverage in eastern Europe. Even before the
Warsaw Pact was formally abolished in July 1991, the limited effectiveness of the
alliance had disappeared. The fundamental political changes that occurred in eastern
Europe in 1989 and 1990 – changes that the Warsaw Pact in earlier decades was
supposed to prevent, especially in the GDR – deprived the alliance of its main
raison d’être. Soviet officials themselves privately acknowledged in early 1990 that
the upheavals in eastern Europe had ‘shifted the military balance on the European
continent in favor of the West’.64 Some officials concluded at an early stage that
the shift in the military balance was ‘fundamental’ and ‘decisive’, especially with
the prospect of a unified Germany in NATO. Other officials initially hoped that the
Soviet Union could ‘limit [its] “losses”’ by ‘promoting the formation of an all-
European security system’ that would supplant both NATO and the Warsaw Pact.65

It soon became clear, however, that no such system would actually materialize.
Instead, the Warsaw Pact rapidly disintegrated, leaving NATO as the only secu-

rity organization in Europe. The elaborate command-and-control infrastructure
that Soviet leaders had worked so long to develop for the Pact became defunct, and
pressures quickly mounted for the withdrawal of all Soviet troops and weapons
from the region.66 In February 1990 the Soviet Union agreed to remove its entire
Central and Southern Groups of Forces from Czechoslovakia and Hungary by July
1991, a schedule that many Soviet military officers believed was too com-
pressed.67 Marshal Viktor Kulikov, the Commander-in-Chief of the Warsaw Pact
until April 1989, later recalled the bitterness that he and other military commanders
had felt about the pace of the withdrawals:

To call it a give-away is putting it far too mildly. I would say it bordered
on criminality. The decision to pull troops so quickly out of Hungary,
Czechoslovakia and especially Germany was rash and ill conceived. The offi-
cer corps was left in a disastrous state, bereft of housing, material support
and the right to a new job. Everything was done in a slapdash manner . . .
I have to acknowledge that [we in] the military leadership were too docile;
we were not perseverant enough and failed to insist that our troops should be
pulled out in an orderly manner, with adequate support for our armed forces,
the officer corps and their families.68

Despite these sentiments (which some officers voiced in public), the withdrawals
from Hungary and Czechoslovakia proceeded with great celerity over the next
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16 months, finishing slightly ahead of schedule. A provisional agreement
regarding the Soviet Union’s Northern Group of Forces was concluded with the
Polish government in October 1991, and it was then reaffirmed in a formal
Russian–Polish treaty in May 1992. Under that treaty, all combat soldiers from
the ex-Soviet Army were taken out of Poland by the end of October 1992, and
the small number of remaining logistical troops departed by September 1993.69

The withdrawal of several hundred thousand Soviet/Russian troops and support
personnel from eastern Germany was completed in September 1994, four months
ahead of the timetable laid out in treaties signed shortly before and shortly after
German reunification in the fall of 1990.70 The final pullout of forces from
Germany put an end to the presence of the former Soviet Army in eastern Europe,
thus completing the demise of the Warsaw Pact.

The fate of CMEA was no better. Although most of the east European states
after 1989 still relied heavily on the Soviet Union for trade and energy supplies
(both natural gas and oil), the inexorable trend in the region was toward much
greater economic contact with the West. The new east European governments
looked upon CMEA as a cumbersome, antiquated organization that should be
abolished, and they drafted formal proposals to that effect. Soviet leaders, too,
soon acknowledged that the organization had never come close to living up to its
stated aims, and that its functions had been overtaken by events.71 Even if the
Soviet government had tried – very belatedly – to implement drastic reforms in
CMEA, the organization was doomed by the upheavals of 1989–90. Hence, like
the Warsaw Pact, it was formally disbanded in mid-1991.

In all these ways, events in eastern Europe moved so far and so fast, and the
Soviet Union’s influence in the region declined so precipitously, that the fate of the
whole continent eluded Soviet control. The very notion of a ‘socialist common-
wealth’ lost its meaning once Gorbachev not only permitted, but actually facili-
tated, the collapse of communist rule in eastern Europe.72 Hopes of ‘reforming’ or
‘adapting’ the structures that had undergirded Soviet hegemony, or of replacing
them with an ‘all-European security system’, proved illusory. Despite the benefits
Gorbachev gained from the disintegration of the bloc, his political fortunes suf-
fered once the lingering remnants of the socialist commonwealth were formally
dissolved.
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Delegatury Urzędu Ochrony Państwa w Rzeszowie (ADUOPR), Sygn. 617/44/90,
Wydzia„ V WUSW w Rzeszowie; and ‘Wykaz osób przewidzianych do internowania
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