( CHAPTER 10)
CORBACHEV AND THE
END OF SOVIET POWER,

1988-1991

In a word, the total dismantling of socialism as a world

tet Skt o
nis is a reunincaiion oi

common fellow

it took three decades to turn the Soviet Union into a superpower, the main
allenger of the supremacy of the United States in the world. But it took only

to see the Cold War in apocalyptic terms as the struggle between good and evil
concluded that it was Ronald Reagan and his administration that overthrew the
great Satan of Communism. But most scholars and analysts conclude that the
Soviet superpower met its end at the hands of its own leadership under the
influence of new ideas, policies, and circumstances.* Canadian political scientist
Jacques Lévesque, who wrote The Enigma of 1989, concluded: “Rarely in history
have we witnessed the policy of a great power continue, through so many diffi-
culties and reversals, to be guided by such an idealistic view of the world, based
on universal reconciliation, and in which the image of the enemy was constantly
blurring, to the point of making it practically disappear.”*

It is a perennial human illusion to attribute great events to great causes.
During the past century, scholars have tended to attribute transitions from one
historical period to another to grand, impersonal forces: shifts in the balance of
power, contradictions among states, revolutions, the rise of new ideologies and
social movements, and so on. In the current scholarly climate, it has also become
- fashionable to highlight the micro-levels of history—the role and beliefs of the
“common people,” incremental changes in social life, and power as a phenome-
non of everyday life. Between these two trends, the view that history is shaped by
“great men” seems utterly discredited. Today, many historians are loathe to






gency measures to mobilize the Soviet society and state for the tagk
“strategic parity” with the United States in the all-out arms race, Thoy,

. end of the Cold War. Deterioration of the Soviet economy, ecology, and
s of everyday life—so-called stagnation under Brezhnev—as well as deep
clear how far the Kremlin was prepared to go in this direction,® the } . owmg problems of a multinational state, contrasted dramatically with the
response was mistrust, fear, and reliance on deterrence by force, gye +acular upsurge of the United States and Western Europe in the 1980s. By
bachev, when he first came to power, was under the influence of “5 . the USSR was a superpower only in the military sense. Under Gorba-
opinion that no compromise could be reached while Reagan remajp, Al
White House.™

Another option was unilateral, calibrated reductions of Soviet armeqd g

Jeadership, Soviet domestic economic and financial systems deteriorated
’ or and much faster. Some on the U.S. side, among them Secretary of State
_.se Shultz and top CIA watcher Robert Gates, realized it was very advan-
similar to what the Kremlin carried out in the first years after Stalin’s death .,‘ for U.S. interests that the deepening crisis push the Soviet leadership to
not mean bailing out of the arms race with the United States, but rather ::
“a breathing spell” in order to alleviate the burden of the military-indy

expenditures on the Soviet economy. This option, in contrast to the first ope.

"o unilaterally to meet American demands and conditions for the end of the
'_é ontation.®
gven before Gorbachev, under Andropov and Chernenko, the old leadership of
responded to the desire for gradual reform of the Soviet centralized systey : Asoviet Union agreed that a policy of détente and taming the arms race was
implied gradualism and maintaining a firm control over society and ecop _erative for the country’s economy. Gorbachev seemed to agree with this. He is
life. Until 1989, a majority of analysts in Washington suspected and feared E gecord saying to the Politburo that this race will be “beyond our capabilities,
this was exactly what Gorbachev intended to do.* Indeed, some elements of
option were present in Gorbachev’s arguments before the Politburo from 19}
1987 and became public after 1988 in the doctrine of “strategic sufficiency.”
A third option was an “amicable agreement” with the West on the basis
mutual reductions of arms. This option was proposed at the end of World War hat it, too, is incomplete. The important point is that the grave economic,
among others, by Maxim Litvinov and became prominent after Stalin. Nik nancial, and state crisis began only between 1986 and 1988, and it kept growing
Khrushchev and Leonid Brezhnev called it “peaceful coexistence” and adhered
it despite all the failures and frustrations in Soviet-American relations. At the co
of this option was a Realpolitik not dissimilar to the Nixon-Kissinger strategy
the early 1970s. It aimed to preserve essential elements of Soviet imperial infl
ence in the world, including strategic “parity” with the United States, the rete
tion of Soviet allies abroad, and ideological support for international Comm
and “progressive” movements. According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev, in his firs subsidies within the framework of the existing political system, he encouraged a
years in office, believed that peaceful coexistence was the option of “commo very rapid dismantling of this system. These choices led to political chaos and
sense” and that socialism and capitalism “could coexist without interfering wit
each other.”

i. we will lose it, because we are at the limit of our capabilities. Moreover, we
expect that Japan and the FRG could very soon join the American potential. . . .
fthe new round begins, the pressure on our economy will be unbelievable.”**

The “domestic structural” explanation is persuasive, but a closer look reveals

worse because of Gorbachev’s choices and policies. Of these, two were the most
consequential. First, instead of relying on the most pragmatic elements of the

rty and state officialdom in restructuring of the country, Gorbachev tried to
build up new political forces and movements while gradually diminishing the
power of the party and of centralized state structures. Second, instead of tak-
ing unpopular economic measures such as price reforms and reduction of state

economic catastrophe after 1988. Gorbachev’s “remedies” were killing the sick
patient.*®

The key and frequently unrecognized point here is that Gorbachev never pursue Even with the economy and finances in steep decline, the Soviet Union still
any of these options systematically. While some domestic critics and Western policy
makers might have thought he was following “peaceful coexistence” or “breath-
ing spell” strategies, in fact, as I show below, he was doing something quité
different and arguably far less coherent and calculated. This is recognized, €x
post facto, by Gorbachev’s loyalists and particularly by his critics, who even now
continue to speak about it as a missed opportunity to take “a Chinese road.””

Soviet domestic structural decay and crisis are a second standard explanation

could hide its weak condition behind a respectable Potemkin facade and negoti-
ate with the United States from a position of relative parity. After 1988, this
situation drastically changed: Gorbachev’s decision to launch radical political
and state reforms, coupled with the removal of the party apparatus from eco-
nomic life, created a most severe crisis of the state and produced centrifugal
political forces that spun out of control within Soviet society. All this was tanta-
mount to revolution, was visible to the world, and engulfed the Soviet leadership.
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bachev replaced one messianic revolutionary-imperial idea that had ey ent. What to do about them? History has become politics and, when we

ith it, We should think not only about the past, but also about the future.”?”

foreign policy with another messianic idea—*“that perestroika in the
2 rbachev ridiculed his skeptical colleagues as panic-mongers. And Shevard-

only a part of some kind of global perestroika, the birth of a new world

New ideological motives need not have dictated a total rejection of: o declared that “primitivism and intellectual narrow-mindedness had pre-

force and projection of power. For Gorbachev’s predecessors and for m, od Khrushchev from implementing to the end the line of the 2oth Party

oress.” The so-called Communist and working-class movement was largely 2

colleagues in the Politburo in 1985-88, the accumulation of strength
)
on. so there was not much to lose. As to the socialist bloc, he continued, “take

and the balance of power were even more important than Communjst jg

They cared about power and empire as much—if not more—as they did ap stance Bulgaria, take the old leadership of Poland, and take the current

socialist perspective and proletarian internationalism. In his paradiem ation in the German Democratic Republic, in Romania. Is it socialism?”**

Gorbachev rejected not only the Communist tenets of class struggle byt ] gy the spring of 1989, it became obvious even to Gorbachev’s closest assis-

entire post-Stalin logic of Soviet geopolitical interests, beginning with ¢ that the radical reappraisal of Soviet ideology and history, initiated from
and Eastern Europe. ve, had triggered a political deluge from below. Gorbachev was irreversibly

There is nothing intrinsic to the “new thinking” ideas themselves that ing control over foreign and domestic events. In May 1989, Anatoly Chernyaev

sitated Gorbachev’s foreign policy and domestic choices. One could subseri ote in his private journal with anguish: “Inside me depression and alarm are

the whole package of ideas and yet completely part ways with Gorbachey g owing, the sense of crisis of the Gorbachev Idea. He is prepared to go far. But

question of whether or when to start radical political reforms that inevitab] hat does it mean? His favorite catchword is ‘unpredictability.” But most likely

to the Soviet decline and disintegration. For most statesmen, ideas are tools ewill come to a collapse of the state and something like chaos.”?
to understand their impact on history one must examine how they are mo|
and manipulated by the human agents who espouse them. In Gorbachey’s ¢ FATEFUL PERSORALITY
he clearly overreached when he attempted to mold Soviet and international
ties according to his ideas of “new thinking.” » he previous chapter compared Gorbachev and Nikita Khrushchev. But this com-
arison should go even deeper. Russian scholar Natalya Kozlova studied the
'\a» of the Russian peasantry in the ussr. She found how the quick and
jiolent demise of the “peasant civilization” led to breath-taking social and physi-

cal mobility, as young peasants moved to big cities and began making careers for

There are few other examples in history of a leader in charge of a huge ail
state who willingly risked the geopolitical position of a great power and th
foundations of his political power for the sake of a moral global project. Ey

Lenin, Gorbachev’s hero, compromised on “world revolution” in 1918 for f
themselves. New recruits to urban civilization were burning with the desire to

leap from the “idiocy of village life” to the highest social status they could reach.
The first cohort of such people was shaped by the 1930s and World War II. It had
immense vitality, was ruthless and pragmatic, and believed in material tangible

sake of staying in power. Gorbachev, however, did exactly the opposite. He mz
his priorities clear before his Politburo colleagues during the debate in Mai
1988 that resulted from the so-called Nina Andreeva letter.?® He abandoned
dropov’s course of conservative modernization and embarked on a more risky:
of radical experiments in ideology and politics. This produced the growing pol: benefits. The second cohort came in the 1950s at the time of peace, during the
ization in his entourage. The majority in the Politburo, the Central Committe

and the state apparatus feared losing control over society and political life. Th

final stages of Soviet urbanization and mass education. This cohort had an
optimistic worldview, but also a naive belief in the “ideas” of cultured discourse
and ideology, in comparison to sophisticated, cynical, double-thinking urban-
ites.** The common roots and differences of Khrushchev and Gorbachev should
be sought there.

Arguably the central and most consequential feature of Gorbachev’s person-
ality was his remarkable self-confidence and optimism. His ability to bounce back was
extraordinary. As an individual, Gorbachev possessed a very healthy ego and

remembered the lessons of Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization in 1956. Some beg
to grumble that Gorbachev wanted to destroy and give away everything that Stal
had built. The KGB chairman, Viktor Chebrikov, warned Gorbachev of a po! en
tially disastrous meltdown of Soviet mentality under a barrage of revelation
about the past. The spokesman of ideological conservatives, Yegor Ligachey, 0
the first time raised the specter of dissolution of the Communist bloc: “Arguably

we will muddle through, but there are socialist countries, the world Communis stable values. The political and social environments he lived in (the region of
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een Gorbachev and the vast majority of the Soviet people. Gorbachev’s
officer, Vladimir Medvedev, writes that “intellectual” Gorbachev, unlike
. chal Brezhnev, felt uncomfortable with Soviet crowds and rather preferred

Kuban Cossacks in the south of Russia, Moscow State University, ;
buro itself, where he was by far the youngest member) fostered his
esteem. In any case, he had an unflagging faith in his own Capacities tg

Flowing from this wellspring of essential optimism, admirersg say, w
bachev’s natural liberalism and democratic instincts. In Chernyaey’s esti
Gorbachev’s “natural democratic instincts had not been completely spp
his long career in the party apparatus, although he acquired some ‘pockm
He allegedly suffered a genuine shock from observing the norms and m,
the top political hierarchy when he moved to Moscow and joined the P,
His democratic impulse, concludes Chernyaev, remained instrumenta] g

actions, despite the many transgressions and dirty compromises he had
]

.o to Westerners.>
- orbachev’s friends acknowledge how much Gorbachev’s personality was at

serheads with the mainstream of Russian and Soviet mentality. But they side
b him, not with the people. Chernyaeyv, for instance, defines Soviet society as
degraded population with give-me psychology.” In the opinion of his friends,
“hachev accomplished the Herculean feat of waking the society from the
rible stupor and slavery of Soviet totalitarianism. The rest, Chernyaev con-
nds, was inevitable. Society turned out to be not worthy of the leader; the “new
;vg ding” was ahead of its time. Given all this, Gorbachev could not really ap-

involved in.**
| the brakes when Soviet society spun out of control, crushing everything in

A second key attitude, in the opinion of Gorbachev’s supporters, ywag
naiveté. One of his assistants, Georgy Shakhnazarov, recalled Gorbachey’s %
belief in his colleagues’ common sense.” In Dmitry Furman’s opinion, "'.
bachev believed that the truth he discovered was “self-evident and that peg
would grasp it. In the same way, Luther probably thought that his truths we
obvious, that he could easily convince the Pope of them.” Gorbachev’s py
stroika was a “reformation,” and he needed the qualities of a preacher as
sought to convert the pagans of Communism into a new, fairer, and better

to help them move from the captivity of authoritarian regimes, militarism, aj
I

s wa 36

Priinds and foes alike highlight a key consequence of Gorbachev’s essential
stimism and naiveté: his “ad-hocism,” his congenital lack of a long-range
ﬂ! tegic plan, and his aversion to the practical details of governance. They all
ognize that perestroika had no plan and that the “new thinking” was vague
nd could not be a practical guide for reforms. Gorbachev’s favorite phrases,
esides “unpredictability,” were “let process develop” and “process of events is
yn the run” (protsessi poshli). In the judgment of Dmitry Furman, it was a continua-
ion of his excessively positive view of people, particularly of Soviet people. “It
always seemed to him that people could not help but be glad to organize their
own life for themselves.”*” He had little doubt that it would be best to unleash

social changes and then just wait while “processes” ran their course and pro-

pauperism.*

The life path of Gorbachev (as well as of his wife, Raisa) contributed to '_'j';
staunch beliefin the “reformation” of Communism. He graduated from Mosco
State University and left for provincial Stavropol at the time of crisis for th
Stalinist creed and the development of romantic hopes for a Communism with ¢
human face.” He returned from the provinces to Moscow in the late 1g70s, whe
these romantic hopes were dead among the educated elites and increasingl
cynical party apparatchiks. Lenin remained Gorbachev’s role model during hi
first years in power. In Lenin’s personality (rather, in his idealized, censore
image), Gorbachev saw the reflection of his own traits, in particular, feverisk
belief in the power of revolutionary ideas, “historic” optimism, and unflagging
determination to muddle through social and political chaos. Even in early 1989,
Gorbachev confessed to Chernyaev that he mentally “asks for Lenin’s advice.””

Critics see Gorbachev’s self-confidence and democratic instincts in a com=
pletely different light. Ligachev argues that Gorbachev “did not have in his char-
acter a room for understanding” how difficult the reforms would be.>* Gor
bachev’s chief of chancellery, Valery Boldin observes a profound psychological

vided the most sensible outcome.

Even his admirers admit that this feature of his psychology contributed to
Gorbachev’s chronic inability to chart a practical course for the state apparatus,
to carry out a sustained and thought-through program of action, and to prevent
psychological chaos and ideological breakdown in the society. Chernyaev’s politi-
cal memoirs reveal his frustration and nagging doubts about it. Gorbachev, he
writes, failed to begin meaningful economic reforms when he still had the
chance. He procrastinated endlessly on price reforms, letting the financial crisis
grow to monstrous proportions. He let the Brezhnev-Andropov-Gromyko war in
Afghanistan become “Gorbachev’s war.” And he let Boris Yeltsin take over the
political initiative in 1990 and 1991 by breaking with the old discredited political
order.*® Still, his admirers stress that all this was not a crucial flaw. They argue
that since nobody knew how to transform a totalitarian country, it could be done
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only by trial and error. Also, they argue, had Gorbachey accurately i in March 1946. It “should be an anti-Fulton—Fulton in reverse,” he

task in all its complexity and danger, he simply could never have yp, wye should present our worldview and philosophy based on the results of

This assessment of Gorbachev’s abilities is based on the assumption i ¢ three years. We should stress the demilitarization and humanization of
"‘4-?

could have reformed the Soviet system and Soviet empire. They co 745

h i king’
destroyed completely. ~orbachev modeled himself after the idealized Lenin, as opposed to Stalin,

Ten years after he lost power, Gorbachev himself, in a candid dien L in the sense of direction he gave to the Soviet Union and in the world arena.

agreed that there was “a lot of naiveté and utopianism” in his actions, Byt the creator of the Soviet state and empire, Stalin barely differentiated his
that he had deliberately run the risk of political destabilization since rq conality from his creations. He took the slightest challenge to them as a
cause he wanted to “wake up” the Soviet people. Otherwise, he said, “we <onal assault, and, vice versa, regarded any slight to his prestige and authority
have shared the fate of Khrushchev,” that is, the party nomenklatura wq al ticularly from foreigners) as an intolerable insult to the prestige of the UssrR
removed Gorbachev from power.* a great power. Gorbachev did not feel a personal association with the Soviet
The critics deny that there was ever a serious challenge to Gorbachey’s o e and empire in the form and shape he inherited from his predecessors. Later,
ity from party officials in 1988.** William Odom concludes that Gorbacr r aimed that he did everything “to preserve the Union.” In reality, however,
“an inveterate schemer, a loquacious obfuscator, unable to anticipate e sought to unleash a revolution according to the ideas that he adopted and
consequences of policies.” Ligachev writes that “being too late, reactin veloped.
slowly to events was one of the most characteristic traits of Gorbachey’s ‘Gorbachev inherited from Stalin and Stalin’s successors the office of the
cies.”* In an interview, he added: “When some controversial things happej eneral secretary. But he had other priorities besides power, prestige, stability,
Gorbachev often reacted with delay. My explanation is that he wanted other 1d state interests. His first priority, as mentioned earlier, was the construction
analyze what affected the society, was painful to the society. He wanted a ripe f global world order on the basis of cooperation and nonviolence. This places
to fall onto his lap, the one he could pick up. But often it was necessary to r Sorbachev, at least in his image of himself, in the ranks of such figures of the
wentieth century as Woodrow Wilson, Mahatma Gandhi, and other prophets of

niversal principles. Most tellingly, perhaps, those figures did not excel as state-

against the tide. There were many instances in history when the leader rem
in the minority, but turned out to be right. Gorbachev, unfortunately, lacked {
quality.”** Kryuchkov talks and writes about Gorbachev’s “impulsiveness that builders or statesmen.
linked to his personality, to the traits of his abnormal character.”* Both Stalin and Gorbachev had enormous influence on the fate of the Soviet
The critics are convinced that another type of leader, with a stronger an Union, even though, of course, the contrast between the statesmanship of the two
steadier hand, would have made a huge difference. This hypothetical “othe cannot be greater. Stalin was, in his crude and bloody way, an architect of the
could have brought about détente with the West and gradually transformed th Soviet Union and its external empire; his policies turned the country into a super-
Communist Party and the Soviet Union. And, critics argue, this could have b power. His favorite modus operandi was carving up spheres of influence, making
done without destroying the foundations of state power and without creatin; these spheres totally impervious to the influence of and penetration by other great
overall political and social chaos. powers and imposing complete control over them through a combination of

The self-image of Gorbachev as a leader is extremely important for under
standing the end of the Cold War. It is linked to his goals and ideals, but
the same time it reflects his personal, intimate psychological “core” that allowed
him to stick to these ideals and goals. In late October 1988, Gorbachev wa
preparing to proclaim his new beliefs to the world at the General Assembly of the
United Nations. He told his brain trust of Shevardnadze, Yakovlev, Dobrynin, he

new head of the International Department, Valentin Falin, and Chernyaev to

threats of force and devious manipulation of politics, both inside the Ussr and in
the countries under Soviet domination. As for Gorbachey, he resolutely refused to
treat even the countries where Soviet troops were stationed as a Soviet sphere of
‘ influence. In fact, he meticulously observed a hands-off attitude toward the inter-
nal affairs of Central European countries. When Henry Kissinger, while on a visit
in Moscow in January 1989, cautiously broached to Gorbachev an idea for a joint
USSR-U.S. management of transformation in Central Europe, Gorbachev, as a
prepare a speech that would respond to Churchill’s famous speech at Fulton,

preacher of “new thinking,” was dismissive and even contemptuous.*
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GORBACHEV’S WESTERNISM

Stalin indoctrinated the entire Soviet state and society with extreme xen
he regarded Western cultural influences as a mortal threat to hijg regimg
was intolerant of different opinions, once he made up his own mind o 4
He saw the slightest deviation from his “line” as an intolerable sign of dise
as posing the danger of chaos, or as a symptom of loss of control. He
strong attraction to worst-case scenarios and suspected all Western g
and politicians, even those who sought to appease the USSR, of the w,
Soviet schemes. In contrast, Gorbachev, did not have a trace of xenopho|
cultural hostility toward the West. He liked Westerners, respected Western g
men of all creeds, and came to regard some of them as personal friends, He|
striking capacity for “best-case” thinking and began to act on assump "
good faith, honesty, integrity, and fealty to agreements in international affaj;

In the opinion of his foreign admirers, Gorbachev was the first Soviet s
man who acted almost like a Western politician, a phenomenon that, giver
background, they failed to comprehend at the time. To be sure, in his firstye
in power, he retained many standard Soviet political and ideological stereotyy
of Western countries, particularly of the United States. But even as he tr
Reagan and Kohl and their colleagues as adversaries, he was beginning to d
mantle the iron curtain, first allowing free contact with foreigners for he s
lect group of establishment intellectuals and officials, then opening the outsig
world for the rest of the society.

A typical example is the transformation of the idea of the “common Europea
home.” This idea, first used in 1985 and 1986 as a diplomatic tool to drive :
wedge between the United States and other NATO countries, by 1989 was evokin
public debates and becoming a synonym for a “return to Europe” and the rejec
tion of Stalinist closed society. Gorbachev made this idea a cornerstone of hi
beliefs.*” Sergei Tarasenko, a close assistant to Foreign Minister Shevardnadze
asserted that after mid-1988, “when we encountered domestic difficulties, w
began to realize that we would be able to stay afloat for a while and even to
preserve the status of great power only if we leaned on the United States. We felf
that if we had stepped away from the U.S., we would have been pushed aside. We
had to be as close as possible to the United States.”*

As Gorbachev’s admirers argue, this was not just a calculated policy. Dmits y
Furman remarks that Gorbachev’s Westernism was a dependency complex share
by other educated Russians. “For all Soviet people, including the higher echelons
of the party,” he writes, “the West has always been an object of longing. Trips to
the West were the most important status symbol. There is nothing you can do
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¢ this; it is ‘in the blood,’ in the culture.” Moreover, Gorbachev relished his
ersonal success in the West, including in the United States. Gorbymania in
ted States was the product of a natural mutual affinity between Gorbachev
Western public opinion.*
~pernyaev admires Gorbachev’s ability to be on the same wavelength with
Jeaders and people. He writes in his diary about Gorbachev’s accom-
hment in establishing a friendly relationship with West German chancellor
‘_T,, ut Kohl. After all, he observed, the “new thinking” in foreign policy was not
winal or terribly new. What was new was that the leader of the Soviet system,
'elf conditioned by Soviet society, could so quickly break out of the Soviet
talit)’- When Chernyaev saw Gorbachev and Kohl conversing congenially, he
elt physically that we are entering a new world where class struggle, ideology,
olarity and enmity are no longer determinate.”*
Gorbachev’s critics claim that Gorbachev’s stunning personal success among
st European and American audiences made his head swell. He began to put
is friendly relations with foreign leaders ahead of state interests. Psychologi-
y, they argue, Gorbachev turned to the West for recognition because his
opularity at home began to sink precipitously as a result of the growing social
ind political chaos. As Valery Boldin sees it, “democratization began, but it
suddenly took a wrong turn and not Gorbachev, but his arch-enemy Yeltsin
ecame its leader. Then Gorbachev placed all his hopes on the West.”** Also, the
critics point out that Western advice played an ever-increasing and sinister role in
diverting Gorbachev from the foreign and domestic policy course of 1985-87
toward a new course of radical political reforms.*?
Soviet diplomats Anatoly Dobrynin and Georgy Kornienko are particularly
‘blunt in stating that Gorbachev “frittered away the negotiating potential of the
Soviet state” in exchange for ephemeral popularity and good relationships with
Western statesmen. In Dobrynin’s opinion, Western statesmen profited from
Gorbachev’s weaknesses. After 1988, Gorbachev was in a hurry to end the Cold
War because he had a personal need to compensate for his declining prospects at
home with breakthroughs in foreign policy. As a result, “Gorbachev’s diplomacy
often failed to win a better deal with the United States and its allies.”>* Kornienko
believes that Gorbachev’s excessive sensitivity to Western opinion and advice
explained his hasty move to set up a new political system. Gorbachev the states-
man was eager to replace the title of “chief of the Communist Party” with the
internationally recognized title of “president of the Soviet Union.”**

The records of Gorbachev’s conversations with foreign leaders reveal beyond
any doubt that after 1988, if not earlier, Westerners, from social democrats to
anti-Communist conservatives, became perhaps the most crucial source of sup-
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port for Gorbachev. In them he found the understanding and 4
ten and, quite important, appreciation for the grandiose scope of hjs,
—the things he missed among his colleagues in the Politburo ang ey
his intellectual advisers. '

This psychological dependence on the West is acknowledged by Ge
admirers. Furman admits that “Gorbachev’s attention was diverted to g
the utmost degree. He clearly relaxed during his frequent trips, whj
country opposition and chaos grew.” The same author rejects the notj
West took advantage of Gorbachev and hastened the collapse of the ussg
deplores the fact that Gorbachev took so much of the Western advice ,,v
In his opinion, it would have been better for the country, and for the “g
understood” interests of the West itself, “if Gorbachev had showed more
ference” toward the recommendations of American, German, and other
pean politicians.> .

George Bush, Secretary of State James Baker, and the ambassador in M
Jack Matlock, acknowledge that they had significant influence on Gorbach
have denied that they had anything to do with his radical turn and the subse
Soviet collapse. In his postmortem on the Soviet Union, Matlock wrote: “If;
been in the power of the United States and Western Europe to creaté a demo
union of the Soviet republics, they would have been delighted to do so.
obvious, however, that Gorbachev’s passionate pro-Westernism contrasted s
the reserved pragmatism of many of his counterparts. The American and Wes
policies toward the Soviet Union were based not on ideas, messianic p; ‘
and personal affinity, but on geopolitical, economic, and military interests. ‘

AVERSION TO THE USE OF FORCE

An additional feature of Gorbachev’s personality that perplexed contempora
and witnesses was his deep aversion to the use of force. To be sure, skeptici
about military force was widely shared among “new thinkers.”>” It can alse
regarded as a generational phenomenon that originated from the impaet
World War II and was reinforced by the pacifist trends during the 1g60s. Form
Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko, for example, privately called Gorbacl
and his advisers “the Martians,” for their ignorance of the laws of power politi¢
“I wonder how puzzled must be the US and other NATO countries,” he confesst
to his son. “It is a mystery for them why Gorbachev and his friends in

Politburo cannot comprehend how to use force and pressure for defending the

state interests.”*®
Gorbachev personified the reluctance to use force. Indeed, for him it was I€
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- from experience than a fundamental part of his character. The principle
'olence was a sincere belief for Gorbachev—not merely the foundation of
estic and foreign policies but one of his personal codes. His colleagues
ssistants confirm that “the avoidance of bloodshed was a constant concern
-~ pachev” and that “for Gorbachev an unwillingness to shed blood was not
. criterion but the condition of his involvement in politics.” Gorbachev, they
ve, “by character was a man incapable not only of using dictatorial mea-
pbut even of resorting to hard-line administrative means.” The critics claim
Gorbachev “had no guts for blood,” even when it was dictated by state
reS ts.59
»orbachev’s renunciation of force was not an inevitable consequence of “new
king” or liberal values. Liberals use force for liberal ends, and a substantial
nber of liberals and former dissidents would later come to believe that Gor-
hev's absolutist rejection of force in the period from 1988 to 1991 was flawed
d perhaps even immoral. Liberal philosopher Grigory Pomerants praised Gor-
hev’s decision to let go of Central Europe. But simultaneously, he said, Gor-
chev “let go the forces of destruction”—forces of barbarism, ethnic geno-
', and chaos—in the South Caucasus, Central Asia, and other areas of the
diet Union. “The first duty of the state was to contain chaos,” Pomerants ad-
onished. Another critic, liberal-nationalist politician Vladimir Lukin, noted:
irmness was necessary in such a country as Russia, not to mention the Soviet
nion.”*
As the Cold War was ending in Europe, the first fissures appeared in the Soviet
lnion—not a mere coincidence. In both cases, Gorbachev’s predilections and
ersonality played a major and necessary role. On the ideological level, the Soviet
eader never separated the two goals, ending the Cold War and achieving the
successful transformation of the Soviet Union. One of the staples of this was the
dea of nonviolence, a product of Gorbachev’s personal aversion to using force.
fter the tragedy in Tbilisi in April 1989 (Russian troops, at the request of the
seorgian Communist leadership, used spades and gas against the nationalist
fally and killed twenty-one Georgian civilians), Gorbachev declared a ban on the
use of force, even though nationalist forces began to break the country apart. He
aid to the Politburo: “We have accepted that even in foreign policy force is to no
vail. So especially internally—we cannot resort and will not resort to force.”®!
'markably, Gorbachev thus renounced the authority to maintain order, a cor-
nerstone of state sovereignty and the duty of the state leader. With a few excep-
tions, Gorbachev adhered to this peculiar principle tenaciously until his last day
In power.
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Western politicians, particularly Bush and Baker, understood this feature of




Gorbachev’s statesmanship and successfully used it. At Malta, for jner existence of the state. The clear inability and even refusal of Gorbachev to

suggested to Gorbachev a gentleman’s agreement on the Baltic reﬁ T oym this role contributed to the sudden collapse of the Soviet Union and

popular movements were beginning to demand complete independe and misery for tens of millions of Russians and non-Russians.

thn
UssR. This was a violation of a long-standing taboo in U.S.-Soyje

interference in the internal affairs of another superpower. Bush, howen,
? - GORBACHEV, THE PEACEFUL REVOLUTIONS OF 1989,

the correct approach. “I would like to have a fullest understanding AND GERMAN REUNIFICATION

approach to the Baltics,” he said. “There should be no setbacks here,
would be better to discuss this issue in a confidential way, since I o . effect of this complex mix of character traits—optimism, naiveté, his ten-
much like to perceive the core of your thinking on this extremely co m; v to act ad hoc, Westernism, and aversion to force—can be seen in the
issue.” Since the issue of the Baltic republics was presented in the ,-f ing out of Soviet policies toward Eastern and Central Europe during the
concern for Gorbachev’s “new thinking,” to prevent setbacks for the U.§ pse of the Communist regimes and in Gorbachev’s diplomacy leading up to
partnership for the sake of a new global order, Gorbachev readily ag .rman reunification. Critics and supporters point out that Gorbachev’s foreign

result, there was an understanding that the Americans would refrain : icy after 1987 was rarely discussed formally at the Politburo but instead only in

0

attempts to help the Baltic independence movement, while in return Gor} arrow circle of advisers. In conducting negotiations, Gorbachev relied on

refrained from using force in dealing with the Baltic problem.®2 oreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze and also increasingly discussed issues
Gorbachev himself, years after he lost power, continues to be an adaj een four eyes,” thatis, directly with foreign leaders. The multi-institutional
believer in the nonuse of force. He regrets the cases when force was used ecision-making structures (the Defense Council, “the Big Five” commission
nationalists inside the USSR. Referring to these and other crisis situations (4 that worked out proposals on arms reductions, the informal “alliance” of the
nian pogroms by an Azeri mob in the Azeri industrial town of Sumgait in Be
ary 1988, interethnic clashes in Nagorny Karabakh, bloodshed in Tbilisi in A

1989, more bloodshed in Baku in January 199o, crackdowns in Vilnius and I

kGB, and the Ministry of Defense) were often not in the loop. On Germany, one
articipant confirms, Gorbachev handled “all the negotiations virtually by him-
selfor in tandem with Shevardnadze, sweeping aside professional diplomats and
in January 1991), Gorbachev said: “There were many attempts to baptize mew
blood. But they failed.”*® Essentially, Gorbachev agrees with what Ligachev s
about him: “As far as the use of violence required to save people was concern

carcely informing the Politburo.”®” In a word, although rejecting Stalin’s legacy,
Gorbachev used Stalin’s power to monopolize vital policy decisions. Thus, Gor-
bachev’s personal traits and his peculiarities as a statesman affected Soviet policy
Gorbachev resorted to it only when the last citizen in the country became ¢ with remarkably few constraints.
vinced there was no other choice. It was a trait of Gorbachev’s character.”® By In particular, Gorbachev’s “anti-Stalin” personality had a lot to do with the
time limited military force was used against nationalist crowds, on ambigue peaceful (with the exception of Rumania and Yugoslavia) death of Communism
and probably oral orders from Moscow, Gorbachev immediately stepped asi in Eastern and Central Europe. The destabilization of Communist regimes there
and left the military in the lurch, exposed to the fury of the nationalist and libes by the beginning of 1989, as the extensive research of Mark Kramer shows, was a
media. This pattern had the double effect of paralyzing the Soviet army ar direct consequence of the “spillover” effect of glasnost and reforms in the Soviet
strengthening the forces of those who wanted to destroy the Soviet Union.* Union. As the regimes in Poland, Hungary, and then the GDR, Bulgaria, and
Gorbachev’s decision to renounce the use of force in foreign and domest Rumania, began to fall, the impact of these developments began to spill over into
policies as a matter of high principle was remarkable and unique in world histor) the Soviet Union, undermining Gorbachev’s authority and weakening state and
party controls.®®

Why did Gorbachev and his advisers (but notall of the Politburo members and

the military) decide to leave the Soviet Communist allies to their own devices,

Canadian scholar Jacques Lévesque writes that “the way the USSR separated itse
from its empire and its own peaceful end” are linked and “may seem to be ifs
most beneficial contributions to history.”*® But Gorbachev’s principled nonvie
lence, so much appreciated in the West, was not likely to evoke admiration inside letting the developments in Central and Eastern Europe proceed without control
Russia. For all of his other roles, for his fellow countrymen Gorbachev was, from Moscow? The ideological factor of “new thinking” and Gorbachev’s mes-

and foremost, the czar, the guarantor of their stability and livelihood—and of the sianic goal of uniting North America, Europe, and the USSR were crucial. In late
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January 1989, Gorbachev assigned the Politburo commission on fgpe 1 s the governments of these countries turned to the West for credits and

headed by Alexander Yakovlev to work with various agencies and hip| orms of support.”

contingencies regarding future developments in Eastern and Cepgpal stunning, in retrospect, to observe how casually Gorbachev allowed

dll, it is

Yakovlev solicited a number of analytic papers from academic and gtap viet external empire in Central Europe to break away. On March 3, 1989, the

tions. Most of them predicted an overall crisis in the alliance. There vy, -man of the Council of Ministers of Hungary, Miklos Nemeth, informed
conclusions that Soviet allies were already quietly rejecting socialism an bachev of the decision “to completely remove the electronic and technologi-
“in the powerful magnetic field of the West.” One memorandum, wrj otection from the Western and Southern borders of Hungary. We have
Bogomolov and scholars from the Institute of Economics of the World iived the need for it, and now it serves only for catching citizens of Romania
i the DR who try to illegally escape to the West through Hungary.” He added

iously: “Of course we will have to talk to comrades from the GDR.” The only

System, concluded that if the ruling parties did not make concessio
opposition forces, they faced a “political eruption.” Other analysts pred

most acute social-political conflict with an unfathomable outcome.” Ajj ¢ n the record from Gorbachev were: “We have a strict regime on our

ords O

rs, but we are also becoming more open.””*

pers opposed any form of Soviet intervention in the region. The typical‘ e
sion was that any political-military intervention did not guarantee succe: This doctrine of noninvolvement and the lack of a viable strategy marked
might instead trigger a chain reaction of violence and the implosion of the S wiet diplomacy during the critical months of the summer and fall of 1989,
bloc. The commission, however, did not solicit the opinion of the Genera] developments in Central and Eastern Europe took a revolutionary turn. The
These memoranda preached to the converted. Gorbachev and his “new think
(Yakovlev, Shevardnadze, Chernyaev, Shakhnazarov) all believed that the 8o

invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968 had been a terrible mistake, and they did

ble traffic and other communications between Moscow and Warsaw at a critical
ment, when the Poles voted for Solidarity to be their government on June 4,
‘jt; and particularly during the next two months when the issue of Wojciech
contemplate the use of Soviet troops under any circumstances.® aruzelski’s presidency was at stake, is not yet available. Myaczyslaw Rakowski, a
leading reformer in the Polish Communist Party, recalls that Gorbachev only

alled him to find out “what is going on.” But he meticulously refrained from any

Butall this does not fully explain the lack of Soviet positive involvement, that
more vigorous attempts to coordinate actions with the reform-minded forces
the GDR, Poland, and Czechoslovakia, to provide them with material supporta specific advice or anything that could be interpreted as interference in Polish
to refrain from unilateral measures that would accelerate the destabilization events.” On September 11, when the reform-minded Communist government of
the Warsaw Pact. Two domestic developments in the UssR help to explain Sovi Hungary opened the borders for East Germans who wanted to flee to the FRG,
passivity. The first was the preoccupation of Gorbachev and his entourage wif
the radical political and state reforms launched at the end of 1988. After this

the avalanche of domestic developments began to engulf the Gorbachev leade;

Moscow kept pointedly silent. The resulting refugee crisis, when tens of thou-
sands of East Germans rushed to Prague and Budapest, destabilized the regimes
in those countries. On September 27—28, Shevardnadze, presumably on Gor-
ship. Gorbachev and his advisers, including those who were the “curators” an bachev’s instructions, met with his counterparts James Baker and Hans-Dietrich
“watchers” of the situation in the Warsaw Pact, began to devote the lion’s shar Genscher at the UN General Assembly in New York to discuss the growing crisis
of their time to writing memos and reports on preparations for the semi-free of East German refugees in Prague and Budapest. The result was that East Ger-
parliamentary elections in March 1989, on writing new legislation, and later or man refugees were allowed to stay temporarily within the compounds of West
German embassies in those cities.”

Gorbachev later claimed that by 1989 he was ready to withdraw all Soviet

drafting Gorbachev’s speeches and policies at the Congress of People’s Deputie:
that opened in Moscow on May 25. The second development was a severe finan
cial crisis. In January 1989, Gorbachev announced the reduction of Soviet force military forces from Central Europe but that he wanted to do it very gradually,
in Central and Eastern Europe by 14 percent and cuts in the production of arma- largely because of domestic constraints not geopolitical realities. In Chernyaev’s
restatement of this thesis, the fear was that “once we start to withdraw troops,
the howling begins: ‘What did we fight for, what did millions of our soldiers die

for in World War II? Are we renouncing all that?” For Gorbachev at that time those

ments by 19 percent. These measures reinforced his “anti-Fulton speech” at the
United Nations on December 7, 1988. At the same time, they sprang from the
leadership’s desperate attempts to reduce state expenses. The Soviet leaders did

not have the money to influence the events in Central and Eastern Europe and had issues were very sensitive.””*
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Gorbachev was especially concerned about the positions of the gy, uonal rlghts to be observed, the “respect for the right of national self-

istration and the West German government. There was no consengys : on.” It was a hint that the Soviet Union would not oppose by force

g1t natl

ington on Reagan’s “romance” with Gorbachev. Robert Gates, Richarc ses in East Germany. At the same time, Kohl assured Gorbachev that he and

and Brent Scowcroft dismissed “new thinking” as theatrics at begt og 7 emment did not want any destabilization of the GDR.” This informal

tion at worst. Even Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, completed by orstanding was crucial for the subsequent peaceful reunification of Germany.

1989, did not convince them. Pragmatist and “realist” Scowcroft i interpre tKOhl could not possibly have been neutral to the opportunities that the

“cutting losses” and concluded: “Instead of changing, Soviet pnorme@ es in Central and Eastern Europe provided to West German policy. On

only to narrow.””® ust 25, 1989, Kohl reached an understanding with the reformist leadership of

However, by the summer of 1989, Bush and Secretary of State James to open the Hungarian-Austrian border to defectors from the GDR. In

1£a

concluded that they had to deal with Gorbachev. They also realized ; Hungary received 1 billion D-marks to cover its budget deficit. The details

)

personality was crucial. “Look, this guy is perestroika,” Bush said to the this understanding, fateful for the GDR, have become known only recently.* It

experts. He dismissed the analysis of the c1a’s Soviet desk that indicateg "l not known what intelligence Moscow received of the deal. When the
Gorbachev was losing control over events and could not be a stable lone qrian leadership sent a note to Shevardnadze about their agreement with
partner. In July, Bush went to Poland and Hungary, where he supported Cop FRG (the monetary side of the deal was not mentioned), Shevardnadze only
nist reformers and discouraged anti-Communist nationalists from rocki ' swered: “This is an affair that concerns Hungary, the GDR and the FRG.”* In
boat. This trip and Bush’s personal communications to Gorbachev assua ber, Honecker told Gorbachev that Nemeth received from the spD a loan of
Soviet leader’s fears.” In September 1989, Shevardnadze struck up an extrag =0 million D-marks on the condition that the “Hungarians opened a border
ith Austria.”®

Gorbachev’s reaction remains unknown. He and other “new thinkers” had

nary friendship with Secretary of State James Baker and openly shared with'
the domestic problems facing the Soviet leadership.”

The position of West Germany and its plans regarding the GDR also ¢ been treating Erich Honecker as a reactionary relic since early 1987 when he
cerned Gorbachev. Aside from a handful of “new thinkers,” the Soviet forej egan to voice opposition to Gorbachev’s policies.® Central Committee secretary
policy and military establishment still treated the FRG with suspicion. Howey yadim Medvedev, in charge of relations with socialist countries and ideology, was
by the end of 1988, Gorbachev had established excellent personal relations w
Chancellor Helmut Kohl, once a bitter critic of the Soviet leader. This sparkec

very rapid shift of Soviet foreign policy on the German Question—one Weste}

in the GDR in September 1989 and came back “with grave thoughts.” His conclu-
sion was that “the first thing one should have done—was to take a decision on the
change of leadership [referring to Honecker].”** At the same time, the KGB in the
scholar described it as nothing less than “a reversal of alliances.” Simultaneot GDR reported to Moscow on the lineup in the GDR leadership and indicated
with the warming of ties with the FRG, GDR-Soviet relations entered a period (without giving an explicit political recommendation) that the situation urgently
“cold peace.” Gorbachev and Shevardnadze denied the East German leaders th dictated Honecker’s removal.®
leverage over Soviet foreign policy they had used so many times in the past.”® On October 5, 1989, Chernyaev wrote in his diary: “Gorbachev is flying to the
When Gorbachev came to West Germany for a visit on June 11-15, 198 GDR to celebrate its fortieth anniversary. He is very reluctant to go there. Today he
enthusiastic crowds greeted him in the streets. The Gorbymania of West Ger called and said: I will not say a word in support of Honecker. But I will support
mans contrasted with the increasingly morose attitude of Soviet citizens towatt the Republic and the revolution.”®® In fact, the Soviet leader did not take a clear
their leader. Gorbachev’s Westernism was also reinforced during his talks with stand during his stay in the GDR. Rather, as his behavior showed, he adhered to
Kohl. The Soviet leader believed he achieved his goal—ensuring that the chancel

lor became a supporter of Gorbachev’s perestroika and his idea of bringing the

‘his policy of noninterference. Meeting with the East German leadership, he used
cryptic language, saying that history punished those who delayed change. Also, at
Soviet Union into a “common European home.” In return, he took a very tolerant a public meeting in Berlin, he quoted the Russian diplomat and poet Fedor
stand when Kohl suggested joint interference in the affairs of the GDR in order to Tyutchey that “love” may be a stronger unifier than “iron and blood.” Was this
remove Honecker and encourage changes. Chernyaev contends that the joint quote aimed at the West German leadership, as a warning against schemes of

FRG-USSR declaration deliberately singled out, from the principles and norms of forced annexation of the GDR? Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice read it this
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way: It was “a strange way for the leader of the Soviet Union to waps .+ was the Soviet leadership thinking on this fateful day? The available

respect the ‘postwar realities.’ %’ ntary minutes and recollections show that during a briefing with select

Vitaly Vorotnikov recorded the first impressions of this visit thas ¢ es in the Walnut Room on the eve of the Politburo session on November

shared with the Politburo. Gorbachev told his colleagues that Hopeg, t, achev shared his concerns about the political situation in Bulgaria and the

of touch with reality and that a storm was brewing in the GDR. At th, atist trends in Lithuania. The agenda of the Politburo included discussion
) time and agenda of the Second Congress of People’s Deputies of the USSR

he did not propose any specific measures nor discuss any possible jm
' ossible changes in the Constitution. Another big issue was the situation in

for the UssR.®® On October 16, East German leaders Willi Stoph, Egon .\,
Erich Mielke sent a messenger to Moscow to seek Gorbachev’s syp orussia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia. This was part of a frantic search for
removal of Honecker. Mielke, the head of Stasi, believed it was already 00 fatives to block the Baltic drive for political independence. Gorbachev re-
ned optimistic, despite all indications: “Experience shows that even most
wed nationalists will not go far.” He believed that the Baltic satellites could be

¢ in the Soviet sphere through economic incentives. Vorotnikov interjected:

a managed transition of power. Instead of addressing the full Polith ,»;,:
bachev convened a conference in his office, which included Yakovley,
Kryuchkov, Ryzhkov, Shevardnadze, and Vorotnikov. Gorbachev prop *
1] that we say to the Balts became publicly known, there would be an explo-

192

tacting Kohl and Bush. He also proposed that Soviet forces in the Gpr %
behave calmly, without demonstrating force.” Once Honecker finally o nin Russia.
These episodes highlight the ad hoc nature of Gorbachev’s decision making

d the impact of his optimistic and at the same time temporizing personality on

down, the new GDR leader, Egon Krenz, met with Gorbachev on Novemp,
discuss the GDR’s future. Gorbachev was shocked to learn that the GDR ow
West $26.5 billion and had a $12.1 billion deficit for 1989. He admitted to yiet policies. Even Gorbachev’s admirer, Georgy Shakhnazarov, later called
and later to his Politburo colleagues that without assistance from West Gery m 2 modern Fabius the Qunctator, a reference to a Roman politician notorious
¢ his procrastination.”® At work here were also two conflicting impulses within
: bachev. On the one hand, he could not recognize that his vision of reform for
smmunism was doomed in Central Europe and East Germany. Gorbachev con-
nued to believe that “the socialist base” would be “preserved,” and these illu-

ons helped him to ignore a torrent of alarmist voices and watch with sympathy

the Soviets could not “save” the GDR. Gorbachev approved the proposal of K
to reduce social tension in East Germany by allowing some travel to the W
Gorbachev and Krenz did not discuss in detail plans for the gradual remoy
the Berlin Wall.* i
The fall of the Berlin Wall on November g, 1989, caught everyone in Mos
by surprise. The East German leaders, acting under growing public pressure e spectacular process of the dissolution of Communist regimes, first in Poland
nd Hungary and then in the GDR and the rest of Central Europe.**
On the other hand, Gorbachev did not have nor did he even seek to obtain in
writing any agreement with the West to preserve Soviet “interests” in the region,
uch as preventing NATO expansion to the East. Dobrynin later fumed: “Able but
nexperienced, impatient to reach agreement, but excessively self-assured and
fattered by the Western media, Gorbachev and Shevardnadze were often outwit-
ed and outplayed by their Western partners.” Gorbachev in particular failed to
state squarely and early enough Soviet terms for reunification (Germany’s neu-

without any advice from Moscow, decided to allow the controlled movemen
population between East and West Berlin. But this bungled attempt to open |
safety valves triggered the political meltdown of the GDR. The events in Bel
caught Gorbachev, Shevardnadze, and other Kremlin leaders by surprise. 1
Soviet ambassador to the GDR, Vyacheslav Kochemasov, tried in vain to rea
Gorbachev and Shevardnadze on a secure phone. As a senior official at |
embassy recalls it, “The entire leadership was busy and nobody could find tin
for the GDR.”% Gorbachev did not create any crisis commission to deal with &
trality, demilitarization, compensation for withdrawal of Soviet troops). Instead,
he temporized, played by ear, and yielded one position after another. Dobrynin
returns to such features of Gorbachev as optimism, self-confidence, and the
unbounded belief in “forces of history” as essentially good and reasonable. This,
he argues, served him badly in international affairs, as he, in an increasingly

German Question. There were no substantive discussions of the German issu
The representatives of the military, as well as experts on Germany, were cut ¢
from the decision-making process. Meanwhile, as Lévesque correctly conclude
the fall of the Wall doomed Gorbachev’s grand design for gradual Europea
reconciliation. Instead of patiently waiting for the Soviets and the West to col
struct “the common European home,” the GDR, along with all the countries 0 desperate situation, held onto unwarranted expectations that he would, despite

Central Europe, “hurled itself through the Berlin Wall” to join the West.”* the odds, convince his Western counterparts as to the correctness of his initia-
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tives. This “emotional makeup of a gambler,” Dobrynin Wwrites, Wasy
in 1986 at the Reykjavik summit.®

The key lies in the interaction between Gorbachev’s personality anq
ern counterparts. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Bush administragje,
seized the initiative from the weakening hands of Gorbachev and playe
and stabilizing role in ending the Cold War in Europe. For Gorbachey, g
very important development. Bush finally acted as he had promised to aey

.an home” with the simultaneous dissolution of the two military-political
25 part of a new security structure. Instead, he just came down hard on
' “ten points” plan, seeing in it a move by the West German chancellor to
the GDR. In Gorbachev’s words, this move “put in doubt whether the
;; ment of the FRG could be trusted. What would happen? Would a unified
ny be neutral, not belonging to military-political alliances, or a member of
7 I think we should let everybody understand that it would be premature to

was vice president, as an understanding and reassuring partner, folloy 1ss now one of the other scenarios.” He then continued: “There are two

model of Reagan’s relationship with Gorbachev. On December 2 and 3,1
the Malta summit, Bush and Gorbachev achieved what they had wanted to .
before, a personal relationship of mutual trust and respect.® ‘

 , in states, so history ordered. And let history now decide how the process
1d evolve and where it should lead to in the context of a new Europe and the

It is remarkable, in retrospect, how much Bush, like Reagan before This was vintage Gorbachev, preferring to talk about principles on which a

to believe in Gorbachev as a person of common sense who would admj; ~global order and a “common European home” should be based rather than
West had won the Cold War. In preparations for the summit, Bush told

secretary general Manfred Worner on October 11 that the main thing w,

haggle about the practicalities of a German settlement—again, a stark contrast
4 Stalin as statesman if one compares the record of the Malta summit with the

persuade the Soviets to allow continued change in Central Europe and the ords of Stalin’s negotiations from 1939 to 1945. The Soviet dictator was a

When Worner warned that Gorbachev would not let the GDR leave the Wa
Pact, Bush wondered if he could persuade Gorbachev to let the Warsaw Pact
to decide its military value was no longer essential. “That may seem naive,” B

ibborn bulldog and sly fox simultaneously, fighting for every inch whenever
wiet state interests (in his view) were at stake and making “generous” conces-
ons only when it suited his overall plan of negotiation. Stalin’s foreign policy
said, “but who predicted the changes we are seeing today?”*” One could ha s imperialistic and very costly for his country, yet his negotiating techniques
imagine any U.S. leader trying to persuade Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhney,
Andropov “to let go” of the Soviet sphere of influence in Europe. '

Other members of the Bush team remained highly suspicious of Gorbache
intentions. To them, it seemed so revolutionary and improbable that the Soy
leadership was renouncing its geopolitical ambitions that even a year after Ma
they had lingering doubts and tried to convey them to the president.
Gorbachev joined the United States in a coalition against its longtime ally, Sz
dam Hussein, Bush, speaking to his advisers, vowed not to “overlook the Sovi

oked grudging admiration from other imperialist masters, such as Winston
hurchill and Anthony Eden. Gorbachev, by contrast, did not even try to elicit any
ecific agreements and promises from Bush. At that time, he obviously consid-

red his “special relationship” with Bush as a priority. He was satisfied with
ush’s assurances that he would not “dance on the Berlin Wall” and not “jump-

tart” the process of German reunification.
' Various officials in Moscow—including the ambassador to the FRG, Yuli Kvit-
insky, and Eduard Shevardnadze—had been warning since November 1989 that
desire for access to warm water ports.”% le GDR was about to disappear and suggested a preemptive strategy: to put
But there was a rare harmony between Bush and Gorbachey, as they ta
Malta in December 1989 one-to-one and almost effortlessly agreed on all t
main issues at their first official summit. Bush startled Gorbachev by beginni
the discussion with the issue of the “export of revolution” and the Soviet pres
ence in Central America, instead of with Europe. The Americans were relieve
when Gorbachev assured them that the Soviet Union “has no plans regardin
spheres of influence in Latin America.”* When the two leaders began to discus
the German Question, Gorbachev had an excellent opportunity to set the term
for the reunification of Germany and demand from Bush, in exchange for s
port for reunification, a firm commitment to the construction of “a common

pressure on Kohl for the idea of confederation of the two states. Alternatively,
inatoly Chernyaev proposed to work toward “a new Rapallo,” that is, to reach an
early agreement with Kohl about German reunification linking it to Germany’s
ommitment to a new pan-European security structure.'**

But Gorbachev revealed no inclination for preemptive actions and Realpolitik
deals, no matter how serious were their chances for success. For two crucial
months, Soviet foreign policy regarding German reunification was adrift. Only by
the end of January 199o, in preparation for the meeting of foreign ministers of the
four great powers and two German states in Canada, did Gorbachev hold a
policy-making workshop with his closest advisers. They accepted a “four-plus-

J—



two” formula for negotiations on German reunification. Gorbachey j 0 ause of force, and the “common European home” amounted to a ticket for

admitted that the process would lead to reunification, but he stil] hop pand the USSR to join the community of “civilized nations.’

hope that the GDR could survive thanks to its own “perestroika,» Gorbachev’s idealistic rush to bring the Soviet Union into the “common

0

allegedly came to this conclusion due to false advice from some Germap ropean home” made him the grave digger of Soviet power. After the Soviet

who reflected the antireunification opinions of the West German socja] » in Central Europe had collapsed, the Soviet Union itself, “an affirmative

mpire

crats. Although, in fairness, other experts had warned him very early op g . n empire” of many old and new nationalities, became vulnerable.** The

GDR would not sustain itself for long. Also the Soviet leader preferred g1 swing domestic anarchy, deepening economic crisis, rise of nationalist separa-

“two German states” take the lead in the settlement talks and later accepteg i, and imminent erosion of the existing state structures demanded action. Yet
an easy heart the replacement of the “four-plus-two” formula with gy hachev, as before, continued to rely on grassroots “processes” and believed
four.”*°2 Only in July 1990 did he take Chernyaev’s advice and reach a unj, 1t he would manage to forge a new democratic Soviet Union. His overconfi-
settlement of the German Question with Kohl at Arkhyz, a resort in the N ence again let him down, but this time the stake was not Soviet external power
nd influence in Central Burope but the fate of the Soviet Union itself. In 1987 and

088, he adamantly refused to get rid of the recalcitrant Boris Yeltsin, who had

Caucasus. By that time, Gorbachev’s negotiating hand was extremely weak
even so, he never attempted to play his last card, that is, the presence o :
troops on German soil. No “new Rapallo” took place, and Gorbachey d ic eady emerged as a major troublemaker and demagogic populist, by sending
seek it, very much to the relief of the United States and other Western countj i as an ambassador to a small faraway country. “Do you take me for Brezh-
By contrast, there was a determined policy on the part of Kohl, suppo: .; ~ 2 he indignantly retorted, when other “new thinkers” warned him that Yel-
tsin was ambitious and dangerous.® By 1991, Yeltsin had become the first popu-

arly elected president of the Russian Federation and wanted to transform this

the Bush administration, to nudge history in the right direction at a rapid
coordinated pace. This coordinated policy, called by two young members of:
Bush administration “a study in statecraft,”** helped produce the desired resy republic from a nominal entity into the real base from which to challenge Gor-
Germany became part of NATO, but the UssR did not get any firm commitme; bachev’s power. Also, inexplicably for the “new thinkers,” Gorbachev refused to
about the future structure of European security and Moscow’s role in it. 1 for popular elections as president of the Soviet Union, a fatal political mis-
take. He also kept the unreformed hard-liners Dmitry Yazov, Vladimir Kryuchkov,

GRAVE DIGGER OF SOVIET POWER and Oleg Baklanov in charge of the army, the KGB, and the military-industrial
complex.

On August 18, 1991, Gorbachev, his wife, Raisa, and his foreign policy assis-
tant, Anatoly Chernyaev, were on vacation in the Crimea when the majority of

orbachev’s ministers took power into their hands. Their principal goal was to

Gorbachey, in his determination to end the Cold War, had to wage two politic
campaigns: one aimed at the West and another at his own people. The ma
characteristics of his personality—tolerance for different opinions, idealis
moralistic optimism, indecisiveness and procrastination, and a strong bel prevent the signing of a “Union treaty” between Gorbachev and the leaders of
common sense and the universalist interpretation of “all human values”—mat fifteen Soviet republics, a document that would have transformed the Soviet
Union into a confederation. What ensued was a parody of the October 1964 coup
that deposed Nikita Khrushchev. Tanks and troops flooded Moscow; Soviet cit-

izens outside the capital and major cities hunkered down, waiting to see what

him the darling of the West but the subject of near ostracism at home. For th
reason, gradually the relationship between his foreign and domestic prioritie
was reversed. Initially, foreign policy was meant to overcome the internation:
isolation of the USSR, to improve economic and trade relations with the Wes would happen. But the ruling junta, all members of Gorbachev’s government,
seemed to lack the will to use violence and spill blood. They even failed to arrest
Boris Yeltsin, the newly elected president of the Russian Federation. The coup

leaders, led by KGB chairman Vladimir Kryuchkov (under the nominal leadership

and to wind down the arms race. But by 1987 and 1988, Gorbachey, increasing
alienated from the party nomenklatura and left without any real support in Sovié
society, gave priority to the integration of the USsR into the world communif
Accordingly, foreign policy became a determinant of domestic policy. His “ of Vice President Gennady Yanaev), later claimed that they wanted to convince
thinking” became a goal in itself, a substitute for a “normal” strategy of states Gorbachev to be on their side. Gorbachev, according to his own version, angrily

manship. Gorbachev believed that his romantic schemes of common interes (s refused and called them “criminals.” For three days, the leader of a superpower
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was the prisoner of the KGB in his Crimean residence, Foros—the archjt,
the coup claimed he was “sick.” Gorbachev and his wife had to rely op the
they received from a shortwave radio procured by his loyal bodyguards‘.‘ -
Gorbachev was on the verge of a breakdown, apparently believing that ghe
her husband could be assassinated at any minute. She insisted on producj
tape (as proof that they were alive), and one of the housemaids managed tg ¢q
out of their Crimean palace, which was guarded by the XGB, in her underyye:

By August 1991, Gorbachev had squandered much of the Soviet globa] .‘,k
and his personal political authority. His chronic inability to choose a consj
course of economic and financial reform destroyed Soviet finances, ran up f ,
eign debts, and put the huge country with colossal resources on the brink tuals, they rushed to defend the Russian parliament, where Yeltsin stood in
default. The peace dividend from the disarmament and the end of the Cold W
did not materialize. The domestic trade and distribution system ceased to fi
tion. The Soviet Union had not experienced such a situation before, even d
World War II. It was this grave crisis that gave mass following to the nationg
separatist movements, above all, the one in the Russian Federation. Boris Yelts
profited from this enormously.’” Gorbachev was seen as a pathetic and »
crastinating figure, hated and despised by many of his fellow countrymen and |
former Soviet allies around the world. Intellectual and artistic elites abandoﬁ
Gorbachev (although he and his wife had cultivated and helped them so mu,
and enthusiastically supported the anti-Communist course and rhetoric of Bori

L since 1950, a grassroots political movement swept through the capital and

the
o 15 percent throughout the Soviet Union, with an even larger percentage of

r major Russian cities. A sizable minority of the Russian people, perhaps up

he population of Moscow and Leningrad, supported democratization. Still, the
.mocratic movement in Russia did remain a minority, and Yeltsin, for all his
opularity among the Russians, had few levers of power. It was a ridiculously
nept coup that handed full power in the Russian Federation to Yeltsin and the
sinority of “democrats.”

The resistance to the coup was the golden hour of the “men and women of the
«ties.” Together with younger people, students, businessmen, and intellec-

i pped by the day-and-night vigil around the parliament and the funerals of three
young men who were accidentally run over by the armor sent into Moscow
treets, produced the “second Russian revolution” and introduced the Russian
national identity as a new political phenomenon. The international media, in-
cluding NN, beamed the image of a defiant Boris Yeltsin, standing on an
armored troop carrier in front of the threatened Russian parliament, around the
world. At the same time, the Soviet military, shattered and demoralized by the
hasty withdrawal from Central Europe and by the storm of venomous criticism in
the liberal media, felt extremely reluctant to use force and spill the blood of
Yeltsin. Even his partners, the Western statesmen who had benefited from the compatriots.® As the leaders dithered, the coup lost its momentum and col-
direction of his policy, did not come through, denying him the large subsidies for
the already bankrupt Soviet budget that he asked for. In July 1991, Gorbachev, on
the brink financially and politically, asked his George H. W. Bush to mobiliz
some sort of a Marshall Plan to help convert the Soviet economy into a market
economy. This would have meant a pledge of dozens, perhaps hundreds, of
billions of dollars. However, the fiscally conservative American president reacted
coldly to Gorbachev’s frantic pleas. The American economy was in recession, 2
the U.S. budget had no money for the UssrR. Matlock concludes that Bush,
despite all his sympathy for Gorbachev the politician, “seemed to be looking for
reasons not to assist the Soviet Union rather than ways to do so.” The fact that his.
Western friends abandoned the Soviet leader may have encouraged the hard-
liners in Gorbachev’s entourage to go ahead with plans for the coup.**®

The meltdown of Gorbachev’s personal power paralleled the meltdown of the
state authority and the disorganization of the army and bureaucracies, as well as
the collapse of the Soviet mentality, which wary conservatives had long warned
about. The democratic nationalist movements in the Baltic republics, Georgia,
Azerbaijan, and Armenia, undermined Soviet control there. And for the first

lapsed like a house of cards. Pathetically, Kryuchkov, Yanaev, and other plotters
flew to the Crimea, where they begged Gorbachev to pardon them and agreed to
be arrested on the spot.

The fact that the active participants of this “revolution” never numbered more
than 50,000 to 60,000 demonstrators does not diminish its significance. Most of
the well-known figures from the Moscow cultural and intellectual elites opposed
the coup and supported the “revolution.” Soviet bureaucrats and the military
abandoned Gorbachev in droves and went over to Yeltsin’s camp. As the “new
Russia,” led by the impetuous Russian president, banned the Communist Party
and separated itself from the Soviet Union, other non-Russian republics rushed
toward independence as well. On December 8, in a state hunting lodge far from
Moscow, Yeltsin and the Communist leaders of Ukraine and Belorussia decided
to disband the Soviet Union.'® One last time, Gorbachev refused to use force to
femain in power, but by this time it was probably too late anyway. On Decem-
ber 25, 1991, the triumphant Yeltsin and his supporters forced Gorbachev out of
his Kremlin office. A bit later, the Soviet flag went down the Kremlin mast one
last time.
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No doubt, the debates about Gorbachev’s personality and his persong
will continue for as long as Russia wavers between its need for a strop,
social stability, and prosperous economy, on the one hand, and the ;
develop a dynamic, self-reliant civil society on the other. Perhaps a cong
this question is impossible; in similar circumstances in the past the
liberal internationalists in Russia had differed sharply from the con
conservative advocates of the strong state, even the most “enlightened” ¢ ,l‘;;
instance, here is the opinion of one “enlightened” conservative, Russi “ g
Sergei Trubetskoy, concerning Georgy Lvov, the first head of the Proyis
Government after the abdication of Czar Nicholas II in February 1917
remarkable extent, it echoes the modern criticisms of Gorbachev. Trubet
wrote in exile from Paris in 1940:

The populism [narodnichestvo] of Lvov was of a rather fatalistic nature, |
groping for proper words to characterize his belief in Russian peo ble
general, in the common people in particular. He imagined them in false toy
as if through rosy glasses. “Do not worry,” said Lvov to me on the eve
first assault of the Bolsheviks in Petersburg in the summer of 1917. “We

wise instincts just and light forms of life.” I was shocked by these
of the head of the government in those difficult minutes when he ought
take energetic actions. A true fighter in the matters of economy, in the
fairs of the state he was some kind of a believer in non-violence under a
circumstances.™*

Another Russian émigré, Mikhail Geller, wrote a similar assessment of
bachev in a book on the history of Soviet society (edited by a former radic:
“democrat,” Yuri Afanasyev): “Gorbachev continued to live in the world of ill
sions. He assuaged himself with chimerical schemes, in the belief that politie
zigzags would allow him to retain power, in fact, to aggrandize it.” As to t
decision to agree to reunification of Germany on Western terms: “The decision¢
Gorbachev was not an act of [a] statesman who carefully thought through th
consequences of his step. Rather, it was an act of a gambler who believed that, i
he sacrificed the GDR, he would get in return some aces that he would use 2
home. Gorbachev seemed to behave like a balloonist who, having discovered tha
his balloon was falling down, tosses overboard everything that one could find in
the basket.”**?

Without Gorbachev (and Reagan and Bush as his partners), the end of the
Cold War would not have come so quickly. Also without him, the rapid disin:
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-ation of the Soviet Union itself would not have occurred. At each stage of the
Jiet endgame, Gorbachev made choices that destabilized the ussr and sapped
@ength to act coherently as a superpower. And as this chapter has shown,
~se choices can be explained only by reference to Gorbachev’s peculiar prefer-
and personality traits. A different person could have taken a very different
arse of action, and perhaps as a result the Soviet Union would not have col-
;\4 ed as disastrously as it did, creating so many problems for the future. The
ceﬁll and rapid end of the Cold War secured Gorbachev’s place in inter-
tional history. The unwitting destruction of the Soviet Union made him one of
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