king under Brezhnev. Yet they also suffered from a paucity of sources and the
:, or correlation between Western explanations and Soviet realities.® This chapter
4n attempt to elucidate the motives of Soviet behavior, specifically, the contri-
_on of Leonid Brezhnev and his immediate foreign policy entourage to the
licieS of détente in the period from 1968 to 1972. I will consider several ques-
ions: What were the main arguments and motives in Kremlin politics as far as
tgnte was concerned? What did the Brezhnev leadership make out of such
important developments as the U.S. defeat in the Vietnam War and the rap-
rochement between the United States and the People’s Republic of China? Was
?‘;, ere any Soviet strategy to exploit what seemed to be a U.S. decline?

One must begin with factors that provide an essential background for the
analysis of the Soviet road to détente. Among them are the collective thinking of
the post-Khrushchev leadership, Kremlin politics, the return to ideological or-
thodoxy after 1964, and the continuing split between the conservative appara-
tchiks and the supporters of the new, de-Stalinized foreign policy. Most impor-
tant of all, however, in my view, were Brezhnev’s personal views and attitudes, his
rise to the leadership position, and his international outlook. Under his leader-
hip, after a brief renaissance of a hard line, the Kremlin began to search for
accommodation with the United States and for détente in Europe.

( CHAPTER 7 )
BREZHNEV AND THE

noXn TO DETENTE,
l965 1972

On May 29, 1972, Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev met in the richly adory
and ancient St. Catherine Hall of a historic Kremlin palace to sign an array
bilateral documents, among them the Strategic Arms Limitations Agreement, {
Antiballistic Missile Treaty, and “The Basic Principles of U.S.-Soviet Relation;
This solemn occasion was the peak of Brezhnev’s political career. It was also ¢
highest point of international prestige of the Soviet Union since the beginning
the Cold War.
The origins and meaning of détente have always been subjects of controver
Beginning in the mid-1970s, neoconservative critics of the Nixon, Ford, and Cart
administrations attacked détente as immoral appeasement of Soviet power. Th
also believed that the Soviet Union used détente as a devious camouflage for |
secret plans of global aggression and military superiority. Supporters of déten
defended it as the only prudent choice in a world of nuclear terror and as the on
means to move toward the reunification of a Europe divided by the Cold War. ]
recent years, following the collapse of the Soviet Union, both sides have claime
they were right. The critics have argued that the rearmament and global attack o
Soviet interests under Reagan helped overcome the legacy of détente and assure
Western victory. Proponents assert that détente contributed to ending the supé
power confrontation, since it inadvertently led to the “imperial overstretch” of! 'v’
Soviet Union and was thus an important element in the causal chain leading
Soviet decline and collapse.*
The preponderance of détente studies has been on the Western side. Th
Soviet side of the story is sketchy and incomplete.? Earlier studies of détent
greatly advanced our understanding of the nature of Soviet politics and poli€

DRIFT AFTER NIKITA

‘The ouster of Nikita Khrushchey in October 1964 left the guiding of foreign
‘policy in the hands of the collective leadership of the Politburo, the second group
of the party oligarchs that emerged after Stalin’s death. Most Politburo members
‘were highly critical of Khrushchev for his bluffing and gambling over the Suez
crisis in 1956, the Berlin crisis in 1958—61, and most particularly the crisis over
Cuba in 1962. Politburo member Dmitry Polyansky prepared a special report on
Khrushchev’s mistakes. Its sections on foreign policy contained the following
paragraph: “Comrade Khrushchev declares carelessly that Stalin failed to pene-
trate into Latin America, and that he [Khrushchev] managed to do it. But only a
‘gambler may assert that under modern conditions our state can grant real mili-
tary assistance to any country of that continent. Missiles will not do in this case:
they will burn to the ground the country that requires assistance—nothing else.
And if we, in defending a Latin American country, were to have delivered a first
nuclear strike against the United States, then not only we would have been a
target for a counterstrike,—everybody would have recoiled from us.” The memo
concluded that Soviet behavior during the Cuban missile crisis raised the inter-
national standing of the United States and damaged the prestige of the Soviet
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Union and its armed forces. The report also curtly mentioned that “Soyjer out his duties stoically but without enthusiasm—he apparently never

relations seriously deteriorated.” ed a taste for international affairs. Kosygin’s views and beliefs were typi-

e cohort of “red directors,” the managers of huge industrial enterprises

9
f th

had risen to prominence during the 1930s and 1940s. He worshiped indus-

Polyansky’s report borrowed many points from Molotov’s 1955 objecti
the new foreign policy. Polyansky rejected Khrushchev’s thesis that “if tha
and the US reach agreement, there would be no war in the world.” This the.
continued, was wrong for several reasons. First, accommodation with the

.l,, d military power but also believed in the ultimate superiority of the Soviet
] om and in the moral mission of the Soviet Union to lead all Communist and
States was a fallacy, because Americans “strive for world hegemony.” Secor ressive forces against Western imperialism. The Sino-Soviet split deeply
was erroneous to consider Great Britain, France, and West Germany ag :ned Kosygin, and for a while he refused to accept its irrevocability. In a
“obedient servants of the Americans,” rather than capitalist countries with e circle, he said: “We are communists and they are communists. It is hard to
own interests. According to Polyansky, the task of Soviet foreign policy . - we will not be able to reach an agreement if we meet face to face.”*°
take advantage of “the discord and contradictions among the countrieg of
imperialist camp, thus demonstrating that the US is not a hegemonic
this camp and has no right to pretend to play this role. :

Alexander Shelepin, a young upstart at the Presidium, threw many of
report’s criticisms in Khrushchev’s face at the Politburo on October 13, 1964
appears that Politburo members were ready to denounce Khrushchev’s fore
policy at the plenary meeting of the Central Committee in the event that Khy alin and as chairman of the KGB under Khrushchev gave him a narrow but
shchev appealed to the plenum delegates as he had done in June 1957. But ¢
Soviet leader surrendered without a fight, and the plenum ratified Khrushche

ouster without discussing his foreign policy record.® As it turned out, the ne

nternational media and foreign commentators also focused at the time on
xander Shelepin, who, after Khrushchev’s fall, became an active spokesman
foreign policy issues. A graduate of the Moscow Institute of Philosophy and
ature, Shelepin was, in contrast to most of Politburo members, a well-

”5

cated person. At the same time, he admired Stalin’s leadership and had the
putation of being a realist. His career in the Youth Communist League under

isible power base among younger, ambitious, and elitist apparatchiks. There
e rumors about a “Shelepin faction” among apparatchiks. In reality, Shelepin
had more enemies than friends in elite circles.**

Shelepin, Polyansky, and their followers in the top party echelon, as their
eriticism of Khrushchev’s record demonstrated, longed to return Soviet foreign

leadership had no consensus on foreign affairs. Although they concurred th
Khrushchev’s brinkmanship was disastrous, they could not agree on what kin !
of foreign policy would be desirable for Soviet interests. and security policies to a more Russo-centric and militarist version of the

The new rulers felt even less confident in foreign affairs than Stalin’s lieuter
ants had ten years earlier. First Party Secretary Leonid Brezhnev, Chairman of'th
Council of Ministers Alexei Kosygin, and Chairman of the Supreme Soviet Nikolz

Podgorny had very little experience in international affairs or the issues of inter

revolutionary-imperial paradigm. At first, nobody in the post-Khrushchev leader-
ship was prepared to challenge this. Although some of them had helped Khru-
shchev to criticize and defeat Molotov’s orthodoxy in 1955, their real views were
much more conservative, and hostility to the West, as well as militant unilateral-
national security.” Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, Minister of Defense Rodiot ism in foreign policy, became part of their group identity.*?
Malinovsky, and chairman of the KGB Vladimir Semichastny were not even Pre
sidium members and played subordinate political roles. Mikoyan, who stayed ir
the leadership until November 1965, recalled that “the level of discussion at the
Presidium markedly declined.” Sometimes “cranky ideas came up, and Brezhney
with some others simply failed to understand their consequences.”® ,

The role of leading Soviet statesman fell by default to Kosygin, whose back:
ground lay exclusively in domestic economy.® During the first three years after
Khrushchev’s ouster, he gained some international prestige and prominence.
From August 1965 to January 1966, he successfully acted as international media-
tor between India and Pakistan, who were on the brink of a full-scale war. After

1966, Kosygin became the chief spokesman on the issues of arms control. He

The Stalinist worldview, the revolutionary-imperial paradigm, continued to
hold the post-Khrushchev cohort of political leaders in its grip. Ustinov, Brezh-
nev, Podgorny, and many others in the new collective leadership belonged to the
generation whose members had made spectacular careers under Stalin. The
majority of them admired Stalin’s leadership in the Great Patriotic War, fully
identified with the 1945 victory, and supported mobilization and rearmament
during the early Cold War. They remained personally committed to Stalin’s leg-
acy of forging a Soviet military superpower in the confrontation with the United
States. Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization struck at the core of their collective identity.
Itleft their past leaderless, desacralized, and utterly compromised.

Stalin, who knew his cadres better than anyone else, was concerned about the
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ability of the next generations of Soviet nomenklatura to provide jdec
leadership. In his words, the political class that replaced and destroyeq ;
Bolsheviks was too busy “with practical work and construction” apg g
Marxism “through brochures.” And the generation of party and state g
that followed was, in Stalin’s estimation, even less prepared. The ma"
them were raised on pamphlets, newspaper articles, and quotations, “Jf¢
continue this way,” Stalin concluded, “people might degenerate. This wij| ;
the death [of Communism].” Stalin believed that future party leaders g}
combine theoretical vision with practical political talent.

Indeed, there was nobody in the Kremlin who could be a political leadery
vision. Mikhail Suslov, the last survivor among the theoretically rninded\
apparatchiks, turned out to be the least imaginative and politically talent"
post-Khrushchev oligarchy, as Robert English writes, embodied “the last |
tages” of orthodox thinking. Their collective thinking did not stem from ¢
found ideological faith or revolutionary passion but was rather the produe
their lack of education and tolerance for diversity and their Stalinist forma ism in different countries, and on “non-interference in internal affairs of

sical sophistication might somehow lead them astray in the matters of
! I.Poﬁcy,” Brezhnev and other Politburo members delegated the intricate
"a: of defining “ideological correctness” to Mikhail Suslov, who had been
.d in orthodox party history and the textbook version of Marxism-Leninism.
‘ on international affairs initially had to pass through the filters of the
ral party apparatus, which was dominated by Suslov and propagandists with
sincial, parochial backgrounds. Some of these people (for example, the head
gcience Department, Sergei Trapeznikov; the head of the Propaganda De-
ent, V. L. Stepakov; and Brezhnev’s deputy, V. A. Golikov) were Brezhnev’s
"ndS and specialists on collectivized agriculture. They espoused Russo-
'c and Stalinist views in domestic policies and admired the Chinese, the
13‘- ers of leftist dogma, in foreign affairs. During preparation of Brezhnev’s
sort for the coming Party Congress in March 1966, these orthodox advisers
sted deleting the sentences on the “principle of peaceful coexistence” and
revention of a world war,” on “great diversity” in the methods of building

experiences.**
In the domestic sphere, there was an attempt to roll back the Thaw in ates and wanted the party report “to show the beastly colonial nature, ag-

her communist parties.” They held the 1952 propaganda view of the United

cultural and ideological spheres. Even semantic changes pointed in the direct
of Stalinist orthodoxy: Brezhnev changed his title to general secretary, as it
been under Stalin; the top party structure (called the Presidium of the C
tral Committee from 1952 to 1964) once again became the Politburo. Rus
centrism, Russification policies in Soviet republics, and deafening militaris
propaganda, characteristic of late Stalinism, also resurfaced. In Moscow, Leni Not surprisingly, the new collective leadership agreed that the first priority of
grad, Kiev, and other major cities, the members of the intelligentsia of Jew
descent lived in fear of another anti-Semitic campaign.™

The sociocultural profile and collective mentality of the new cohort could ha
tremendous consequences for Soviet international behavior and the future ¢
the Soviet Union itself. On the one hand, the majority of the post-Khrushch
leadership shared the ideological (revolutionary) component of the internation
paradigm. In domestic politics, many of them supported the abrogation of de
Stalinization, the greater suppression of cultural diversity, and the freezing e
liberal trends in literature and art. On the other hand, they were not the master
but rather the prisoners of ideology, afraid to abandon the orthodox tenets an
unable to reform them. _

The new oligarchs ridiculed Khrushchev’s ill-fated and misguided interven:
tions into the field of Marxism-Leninism, especially his “editing” of the Part
Program. Yet many of them also suffered from a curious complex of ideologi
inferiority. In other words, they feared that their own lack of education and

essiveness, war-mongering” of the United States, as well as the “growing
ascist trend” in “American imperialism.” Golikov declared in internal discus-
"sions: “We must not forget that world war is coming.” Rumors also circulated
bout a phrase Shelepin allegedly had used: “People must know the truth: a war
vith America is inevitable.”*®

oviet foreign policy must be reconciliation with “fraternal” Communist China
ather than détente with the capitalist West. It ignored the fact that China was
iding toward revolutionary chaos, soon to be known as the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution. Some Soviet diplomats in Beijing tried to report this to
Moscow, but these reports met with incredulity and ignorance. The ambassador
in Beijing, Stepan Chervonenko, the former party secretary in Ukraine, knew the
mood in the Soviet leadership better and changed the report’s spin. to more
positive tones. Sergei Lapin, who replaced Chervonenko in 1965, was a cynical
apparatchik and did not even bother to provide adequate analysis. In January
1965, the Politburo rejected the proposal from the Foreign Ministry and the
Central Committee’s Department for Socialist Countries to take immediate steps
0 improve relations with the United States. Shelepin attacked the heads of these
institutions, Andrei Gromyko and Yuri Andropov, for their lack of “class posi-
tion” and “class consciousness.”

The escalation of the war in Vietnam in 1965 led to the first significant foreign

N
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, figures Were forced to keep a low profile, however, as the chorus of
: . tion against the American bombing campaign grew.**

They sought, in vain, to dissuade Hanoi from starting the war against the. fay 1965, as the American bombing campaign in North Vietnam inten-
news of American intervention in the Dominican Republic aroused emo-
, V?in the Politburo. Defense Minister Malinovsky portrayed developments in
U.S. intervention, however, forced the Politburo’s hand. Now the ideologj, am and Central America as an escalation of the global confrontation and
for “fraternal duty” prevailed. The supporters of a pro-China forejgm ed that “the Dominican events will be followed by actions against Cuba.”
ponse, he proposed Soviet “active countermeasures,” among them military
onstrations in Berlin and on the border with West Germany and the re-
Joyment of airborne troops and other units from Soviet territory to the GDR
of arms and other kinds of assistance to North Vietnam.* d Hungary. As Mikoyan remembered, the defense minister “emphasized that
In February 1965, Kosygin, accompanied by Andropov and a number of should be ready to strike on West Berlin.”*
Soviet officials and consultants, went to the Far East in an attempt to build 4. 11 the middle of 1966, Bovin recalls, in response to new American escalation
foreign policy strategy. His official destination was Hanoi, but he made two g Vietnam, the Soviet military and some Politburo members began to talk again
in Beijing. He met with Zhou Enlai and, on the way back, with Mao Ze-dc ', t cutting Americans down to size and intimidating them with demonstra-
Kosygin’s talks in Beijing were disheartening: the Chinese were rigid and ons of Soviet force. Yet, even the most ardent advocates of a showdown had to
logically aggressive, attacked Soviet “revisionism,” and refused to coordinate dmit that the Soviet Union had no means by which to affect the policies of
policies with the Soviets, even on the matter of assistance to North Vietnam, 1 pshington and Hanoi in Vietnam. Besides, the memories of the Berlin and
talks in Hanoi were also sobering for the Soviet leadership. Andropov’s con gban missile crises were still too fresh. Mikoyan, Kosygin, Brezhnev, Podgorny,
tant Alexander Bovin, who was on this trip, observed how Kosygin failed nd Suslov advocated for restraint.”
dissuade the North Vietnamese leaders from all-out war with the United Sta 1967 brought new shocks that challenged the Kremlin leaders’ emotions. The
The Vietnamese and the Soviets, despite their common Marxist-Leninist ideg ommunist camp in Southeast Asia lay in ruins. In Indonesia, the Soviets had
ogy, came from different worlds. The Hanoi leaders were revolutionaries, v ost all influence after President Sukarno was replaced and the subsequent mur-
erans of underground and anticolonial fighting. The Soviet officials were st: er of an estimated 300,000 Communists and their sympathizers by the military
administrators, who had matured and grown into their positions in the corride under the leadership of General Suharto. And in the June 1967 Six Days War,
of bureaucratic power. After many years of feeling like pawns in Soviet an Israel destroyed the armies of Egypt, Syria, and Jordan. Soviet influence seemed
to be crumbling from Jakarta to Cairo. The rout of the Arab states stunned the
Soviet leadership and elites. The Politburo could do nothing to help Sukarno,

t the Middle East was an entirely different matter. Israel’s victory had strong

Chinese power games, Hanoi’s Communist leaders were determined to score
complete victory, disregarding human costs and the advice from Moscow.*

Still, American intervention in Vietnam stoked the ideological instincts of tk
collective leadership and the Soviet military and led to a serious deterioration o domestic repercussions for the Soviet Union: Growing pro-Zionist sympathies
Soviet-American relations.?* The party organized mass propaganda campaign among Soviet Jews spiked in the largest manifestation of their solidarity with
demonstrations, and meetings of “solidarity with people of Vietnam” around tk Israel since the proclamation of its statehood in 1948. In Moscow and Leningrad
Soviet Union. The Politburo reacted with deliberate coolness to the initial ap synagogues, KGB agents heard people praising Israeli defense minister Moshe
proaches of the Johnson administration to start talks on limitations in the strate Dayan and demanding weapons to go to fight for Israel.”” The international
gic arms race.? Furthermore, Kosygin was infuriated when the United States implications, however, remained the most painful. The Politburo regarded the
alliance with radical Arab regimes as the biggest geopolitical achievement of
Soviet foreign policy since the end of World War II. Soviet officials preached

ideological solidarity with the Arabs and gave Egypt and Syria extensive military,

bombed Hanoi and the port of Haiphong in February 1965 during his official visi
to North Vietnam.? There were still quite a few in the Soviet foreign policy elites
who believed that North Vietnam was not worth a quarrel with the United States.
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Blatov, and Anatoly Chernyaev. They specialized in foreign affairs, cq . memo highlighted promising developments in capitalist countries, espe-
3 turn toward détente in the Western capitals. Despite the war in Vietnam,
! and other Soviet diplomats, among them the ambassador in Wash-
Anatoly Dobrynin, and the head of the U.S. desk in the Ministry of
1 Affairs, Georgy Kornienko, favored negotiations with Lyndon Johnson.>®
y, Brezhnev himself came to realize that the policy of détente and nego-
-s with the capitalist great powers would be the shortest road to successful
3 sanship and international recognition. This happened, however, only after
momentous developments in Europe and Asia and after a change of
ership in the United States.

universities and academic research institutes, and were much more gpep,
and sophisticated thinkers than the average nomenklatura members, I
shaped by the cultural Thaw, de-Stalinization, and other liberalizing inflye
the period from 1956 to 1964. They considered themselves Soviet patriots |
pragmatic freethinkers, and began to see the ossified ideology as a big o ,
state interests. Many of them had been recruited by Andropov and his
Boris Ponomarev to join the Central Committee apparatus. Andropoy supy
these people, telling them to think and write without regard to ideology
know myself what to report to the Politburo.” There was a constant bureay,
struggle between them and Stalinists like Trapeznikov and Fedor Goliko '
1965 to 1968, the “enlightened” apparatchiks formed the nucleus of Bregh
speechwriting team and therefore became part of his inner circle of adviser 'MPULSES FOR DETENTE

Brezhnev’s group of speechwriters also included his assistant single most important event at the end of the 1960s affecting Brezhnev’s
look on international affairs was the Czechoslovak crisis of 1968. The rapid
rishing of the Prague Spring presented a dire threat to Brezhnev’s career. As
er of the cPsU, he bore direct responsibility for the preservation of the Soviet
and a true believer in the international Communist movement, but he was litary sphere of influence in Central Europe. The Czechoslovak strategic loca-
rigid ideologue in international affairs. As Chernyaev observed, he “believec

Alexandrov-Agentov, a trained philologist and diplomat and an expert on Ieg
and Scandinavia. Earlier, he had worked as assistant to Alexandra Kollontaj
then to Gromyko. Alexandrov-Agentov was a devotee of Marxist-Leninist th

n, advanced armament industries, and uranium mines made it an indispens-
le part of the Warsaw Pact.”” The Soviet leadership feared “falling dominos” in
ntral Europe no less than the Johnson administration feared them in Southeast
sia. And Soviet fears were even more justified, considering the revolutions in
jland and Hungary in 1956, the stubborn neutrality of Yugoslavia, the gradual
stancing of Rumania from the Warsaw Pact after 1962, and the constant in-
ability in the GDR.*® Worst of all, many in the Soviet leadership could possibly
lame Brezhnev personally for such a catastrophe. After all, Alexander Dubcek,
he head of the Czechoslovak Communist Party since January 1968, was Brezh-
ev’s protégé. The Soviet leader had withheld his support for Antonin Novotny,
e old-time Stalinist leader of Czechoslovakia, and had endorsed the Czecho-
ovak Action Program for reforms. Ukrainian first secretary Petro Shelest be-
ieved that Brezhnev’s “rotten liberalism” made the Prague Spring possible.
is the crisis unfolded, both Polish leader Gomulka and GDR leader Ulbricht
pushed for invasion and openly criticized Brezhnev for emotionalism, naiveté,
nd vacillations.>

realpolitik worked for our communist future.”>*

Brezhnev’s early mentor in foreign policy was Foreign Minister Andrei G
myko, in many respects a profoundly conservative figure but also a highly px
sional diplomat. Gromyko was obsequious and always implemented “with
ligious fervor” the instructions of the leader whom he served at the moment.*
the same time, he despised ideological intrusions into foreign policy and gi
admired Stalin’s diplomacy during the Grand Alliance years. Gromyko’s m:
goal was to obtain from the Western powers recognition of the new borders
the ussr and Soviet satellites in Central Europe, including the borders of’
GDR. His next goal was to reach, after tough bargaining, a political accommo
tion with the United States. In January 1967, in a policy memorandum of t
Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the Politburo, Gromyko argued: “We must resol
tely continue to dissociate ourselves politically and ideologically from adve
turous schemes of the Chinese leaders who have pinned their hopes on
inevitability of an armed conflict between the socialist countries headed by t
Soviet Union and the United States within 8 to 1o years. The opinion that a wi
with the United States is inevitable would reflect precisely the position of th

Brezhnev’s character made him a reluctant interventionist. One witness re-
called that even in the summer of 1968 there was uncertainty and diversity of
Opinion in the party headquarters in Moscow. People were shouting at the top of
their lungs: “Do not send tanks to Czechoslovakia!” and “It is time to send tanks
date and broaden the positions of the Soviet Union in the world.” . and finish this mess!” But all archival evidence demonstrates that throughout the

Chinese. On the whole, international tension does not suit the state interests ¢
the Soviet Union and its friends. In conditions of détente it is easier to consoll
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secret nature of this channel helped to break through the wall of py 1ty ne “Big Three” had met in 1945, was a relaxed event that fit Brezhnev’s

cions and pretenses. It also permitted Brezhnev to conduct a Pragmatie character. He was impeccably dressed, treated Brandt to sumptuous

with Bonn without looking over his shoulder at Ulbricht. After the ¢, ove him on a speed hydrofoil ride, swam with him in his giant swim-

crisis, the back channel was ready for activation.® ‘_i ol, and led Russian-style chaotic conversations about politics and life. In

Brezhnev waited for the other side to make the first formal moye, i ‘;,I“ gregarious way, Brezhnev wrecked the entire schedule of the meeting,

ideological and political doubts still bothered him. Only in October 1q, initial irritation of his German guest. “The light and joyous spirit of mutual

Brandt won elections and became chancellor, did Brezhnev ask Ang ‘; ‘ on and trust hovered over everything,” Alexandrov-Agentov rhapsodized in

Gromyko to seek an agreement with West Germany.* The sluggish dynap emoirs. “One could see that Brezhnev liked Brandt very much, and the latter

Soviet-West German relations began to accelerate, as Egon Bahr began o d also satisfied with his host. Later they would rather easily find common

between Bonn and Moscow. He spent half a year in 1970 in the corridors \a0e even on quite complex and sensitive issues.” The Crimean meeting was

viet power and even learned some important rules of the Soviet bureg chological breakthrough for Brezhnev. He achieved something that Khru-

“kitchen.” Brezhnev grew to like him. On August 12, 1970, a nonaggre ev most likely had wanted to do but never could: a leader of a major capitalist

pact between West Germany and the Soviet Union was concluded in Mo 1, g, above all Germany, became Brezhnev’s “friend.”

Another treaty, with Poland, acknowledging the post-1945 geopolitical g the opening to West Germany created the duo of Gromyko and Andropov.

was signed in December 1970. In May 1971, Walter Ulbricht, a major oppone h became Brezhnev’s most reliable political allies on the matter of détente.
e pragmatic, opportunistic nature of this duo was apparent: eventually Gro-

jko and Andropov benefited from it greatly and ended their careers in the

the Moscow-Bonn dialogue and a personal critic of Brezhnev, resigned y
joint pressure from the Kremlin and from the group of younger GDR offj

headed by Erich Honecker. This opened the road to mutual recognition a hest positions. Characteristically, like Brezhnev, they constantly asserted their

treaty between the two German states a year and a half later.* ard-line ideological credentials. Andropov continued to apply “the lessons of

Another obstacle was the difficult problem of West Berlin. This prok ungary” to foreign policy. Even in a facetious verse he wrote to his advisers, he

obviously could not be solved on a bilateral basis, since it involved the GDR sisted that the “socialist achievements” must be defended, “if necessary, by the
four Western occupying powers. By 1971, fortunately, U.S. president Rich - ¢e.” And Gromyko, at a conference of high Foreign Ministry officials, said that
Nixon, through his national security adviser, Henry Kissinger, indicated a str Jest Germany had made concessions to the Soviet Union on practically all the
interest in rapprochement with the Kremlin. The Americans were eager to “e
bed” Brandt’s Ostpolitik in the framework of their own strategy toward the Sov

Union. As a quid pro quo for Soviet assistance in helping the Americ

sues. And “we gave them nothing.”®¢
Triumphalism aside, Gromyko’s tough remarks reflected the pressure of do-
mestic politics on the decision makers. Portraying the rapprochement with West
any as a foreign policy success meant bolstering the political authority of
hose who had advocated it, and above all, Brezhnev’s personal authority. This
vas not easy, since Brezhnev was not Stalin and the Soviet Union was no longer a
otalitarian monolith. Molotov in retirement remarked that “agreement on the
borders of the two Germanys is a big deal,” but praised Brandt, not Brezhney, for
it. Other Stalinists, present everywhere in the party apparatus, continued to be-
lieve that geopolitical deals should not come at the expense of the ideological
Thus, Brezhnev achieved what Khrushchev had failed to achieve, despite gre goals of Soviet foreign policy. There was also a broad array of increasingly influ-
pressure, ten years earlier. The dramatic struggle around Berlin and the GDR th

withdraw from Vietnam, Nixon and Kissinger promised the Politburo to faci
a settlement on West Berlin. Formally, the talks on West Berlin proceeded witl
the four-powers framework on the level of foreign ministers. In reality, in 1
best traditions of secret diplomacy, a web of back channels emerged among t
White House, the Kremlin, and Brandt. In September 1971, the Western pow
formally acknowledged that West Berlin was not part of the Federal Republ
of Germany.*

ential cultural and intellectual figures whom Walter Laqueur considered “Rus-
Sian fascists”: anti-Western proponents of transformation of the Soviet Union
into a Great Russia.®” In 1976, long after the policy of détente was hailed as a great
Success by party propagandists, Brezhnev remarked: “I genuinely want peace
and will never back down. Some people, however, dislike this policy. And they are

had caused the two most severe international crises in Europe since World War
finally become history. On September 16—18, 1971, Brezhnev entertained Bra d
near Yalta, at the state dacha built in Oreanda, where Czar Nicholas I had had
palace. This “second Yalta” meeting, held in the immediate vicinity of Livadis
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not [out in the streets], but inside the Kremlin. They are not some |
dists from regional committees. They are people like me. Only the’jz?

Brezhnev received from the Congress delegates for his Peace Pro-

the 0

jitical event. From now on, Brezhnev was in a better position to silence

pening toward West Germany was not merely a ritualistic act buta
ferently!”*® These concerns about potential opposition continued ¢q ¢
Brezhnev’s détente policies on all levels.

Initially, “those who thought differently” tried to pull Brezhney gye
side. Eventually, however, Stalinists and Russian nationalists lost the
Brezhnev’s soul. Brezhnev grew to depend on his small circle of fop
speechwriters and assistants, and these people began to influence,

s of his foreign policy. To make this point clear at the Congress, Gro-
! against the anonymous figures inside the party and the country who
.t “any agreement with capitalist states as some kind of conspiracy.”*
“ ober 1971, Brezhnev lectured his speechwriters: “We have been con-
" ﬁghring for détente and we have already achieved much. Today in our
and pen,” the shape of not only foreign, but also domestic, public :
ments of the general secretary. By contrast, Brezhnev increasingly dj
himself from the most extreme views of his ignorant, crudely anti-Am,
cronies who did not approve of détente for dogmatic ideological reaso:
time to time, Brezhnev showed written examples of “anonymous” criticj
hard-liners to his liberal assistants, as if telling them: “There are wolyes
devour you, but I will not give you away to them.”® < »2 But “the fight for détente” was to grow ever more complicated. And the
Some of Brezhnev’s speechwriters (Arbatov, Chernyaev, Shakhnazaroy)
supported Mikhail Gorbachev and contributed to glasnost and the “new ]
ing” that transformed Soviet foreign policy and the Soviet Union itself, ]
impact was considerable: they couched Brezhnev’s speeches and reports in 1
less militant and ideological language than the majority of the nomenklatur;
many of Brezhnev’s old friends and cronies expected and preferred. Yet, in re 4
spect, their role was strictly limited. Their attempts to liberate Soviet pol ¢ years, Brezhney and his friends in the Soviet military command and the
of détente from the dead weight of ideology and to open Brezhnev’s ming ilitary-industrial complex had regarded the United States as the main adversary.
new international realities brought few results. The general secretary remair e ideas of arms control and negotiated compromise with the United States did
staunchly antireformist in domestic politics and dependent on ideological orth ot mesh well with their mind-set, which was permeated by anti-Americanism.
doxy. The main impulses for détente initially came from outside and were s aking matters worse was the Khrushchev-era military doctrine, which aimed at
cessful to the extent that they matched Brezhnev’s deeply held convictions 4 ning a nuclear war. The Ministry of Defense insisted, in addition to strategic
ambitions. arity, on getting some kind of a force, equivalent to the American, British, and

i1 the largest states of the West we aim at agreement, not at confronta-
fr,! we will do everything to make the [Conference on European Security
sooperation] proclaim a declaration on the principles of peaceful coexis-
,", Europe. This will postpone war perhaps by twenty-five years, probably
by a century. To this end we focus all our thoughts and activities of our
on Ministry and public organizations of our country, as well as those of our

on was not so much domestic constraints as developments in the outside
| 4 The Brezhnev leadership had to overcome the biggest obstacle of all: the
1 Vietnam and the persistence of the U.S.-Soviet confrontation.

BIRTH PANGS OF U.S.-SOVIET DETENTE

rench medium-range and short-range nuclear missiles, deployed in Western
urope and in the seas around the Soviet Union.” Ultimately, the Soviet military
command (much in the same way as its U.S. counterpart) wanted to retain
complete freedom in the continuing arms race. The Soviet military continued to
be suspicious of a few diplomats who began to understand that victory in a
nuclear war was impossible and that the goal should be negotiated parity based
on mutual trust. Minister of Defense Grechko claimed at a Politburo meeting that
the head of the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) delegation, Vladimir
Semenov, “was giving in to American pressure.” At first, Brezhnev also was not
particularly supportive of the diplomats. When he instructed the SALT delegation
before the talks began in Helsinki in October 1969, he told them sternly to keep

The general secretary wanted to convert the growing military power of
Soviet Union into the coin of international diplomacy and prestige. With the he
of Andropov, Gromyko, and his “enlightened” assistants and speechwriter
Brezhnev began to formulate his grand international vision, a program of col
structing peace in Europe and openings toward the West. The centerpiece of th
program was the idea of an all-European conference on security and cooperatiol
The Soviet leader announced this at the next Party Congress, which was sched
uled for the spring of 1970 but was held in March—April 1971. A scholar 0
détente concluded that at the Congress “Leonid Brezhnev established his leadel
ship of the Politburo in foreign affairs.” He also “openly identified himself wit
the Soviet response to Brandt’s Ostpolitik.”®® The unanimous support and the
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their mouths shut about military secrets. The KGB, he warned them

I ks, The first crisis broke out when Brandt faced a no-confidence vote in
around the corner.* jestag that threatened to disrupt the ratification of the Soviet—West Ger-
The establishment of the back channel between Washington anq , It would have been a tremendous embarrassment for Soviet diplo-
February 1969 did not produce results for months. Every Soviet meggaer ; Brezhnev—the results of the Soviet-German rapprochement would

White House had to go through the cumbersome procedure of Poljgly 'fi suspended or, even worse, reversed. Brezhnev appealed to the White

0

tive approval. Nixon’s 1ntent10ns were the subject of guesses and strong . 1o intervene in West German politics to help Brandt. At some point, the

cions in Moscow. For years Soviet leaders knew him only as a deyoy contemplated bribing some deputies of the Bundestag.'* On April 26,
Communist and expected the worst from his presidency.®® Sharp differens 1dt won the vote of confidence by a two-vote margin. On May 17, the
priorities did not help Soviet-American relations either. The Politbyrg bel estag ratified the Moscow Treaty. This gave Brezhnev the high ground,
that the bilateral arms control negotiations were a top priority. Nixon, cally and psychologically, for negotiations with Nixon in Moscow.
was obsessed with Vietnam and tied all arms control issues to his demand gh (other development that tested the emerging Soviet-American dialogue at
Kremlin should apply pressure on Hanoi to end the Vietnam War.% Nobody pighest levels followed in South Asia. In November 1971, a war broke out
Kremlin was ready to do this. When Nixon proposed a summit meeting, For pakistan and India. Just three months earlier, the Soviet Union had
Minster Gromyko, sensing the prevailing mood of the leadership, spoke a .d the Treaty on Peace, Friendship, and Cooperation with India. The Soviet
Politburo meeting against any hurry to meet with the U.S. president. He ership committed itself to deliver a large supply of armaments. Brezhnev’s
on linking the summit to a successful signing of the agreements on West Be; stant later recalled that this was primarily a geopolitical move to offset Nix-
The Politburo agreed, and Nixon’s offer was left unanswered for months.% mppmchement with China. But what happened next stunned the leadership
Not until 1971 did Brezhnev show strong personal interest in the back ck both superpowers. Emboldened by the treaty and arms supplies, Indian presi-
nel communications. By the summer of that year, however, he was willing .t Indira Gandhi authorized the Indian army to make incursions into Bangla-
meet with Nixon and even visit the United States. Several factors intervened ,- then Eastern Pakistan, to assist Bengali separatists. Then the Pakistanis
bring about this change. The first development was Brezhnev’s growing se ked Indian airfields. Although the Pakistan army quickly lost the war in the
confidence after the Party Congress in March—April 1971 and as a result of | st, the war could still spread into Kashmir, the main contested region between
e two states.**

nouncement of Nixon’s trip to China. The Sino-Soviet border clashes fina Nixon and Kissinger responded to the Indian-Pakistani war almost hysteri-

convinced Washington policy makers that joint support of North Vietnam by ¢

successful meetings with Bahr and Brandt. Another factor was the sudden a

they saw it as a Soviet plot to undermine the entire edifice of American
two Communist giants was fiction. Nixon and his national security advise jangular diplomacy, specifically American attempts to build up China (and its
Henry Kissinger, launched their “triangular diplomacy,” parallel and coordi lly Pakistan) as a counterweight to the Soviet Union. They demanded Brezhnev’s
rapprochement with Beijing and Moscow. From that moment, Gromyko’s pre uarantees that India would not attack Western Pakistan. Nixon seemed to be
crastination tactics no longer looked prudent.®® eady to link the future summit in Moscow to Soviet behavior on this issue. He
The final push soon came, on August 5, 1971, when Brezhnev received his fir lso sent the U.S. Navy to the Bay of Bengal. The Soviets, including Dobrynin,
personal letter from Nixon. Until then, the official Soviet addressee of the bac could not see why the White House supported Pakistan, whom they believed had
channel correspondence was Kosygin. The president appealed to Brezhnev started the war, against India. Brezhnev, puzzled at first, was soon enraged. In
become his partner in discussing “big issues.” The general secretary immedi his narrow circle, he even suggested giving India the secret of the atomic bomb.
ately responded with a suggestion to hold a Soviet-American summit in Mos oV His advisers did their best to kill this idea. Several years later, when Alexandrov-
in May—June 1972. Dobrynin received instructions from Moscow that from noy Agentov reminded Brezhnev of this episode, he still reacted angrily and spoke
spitefully about American behavior.'®

on Brezhnev would personally supervise preparations for the summit.*

As in the case of Ostpolitik, the general secretary decided to invest his political
But the biggest obstacle to the summit remained the Vietham War. In the spring
0f 1972 Hanoi launched a new offensive in South Vietnam, without even bother-

capital in the relationship with Nixon only when he saw reasonable prospects fol
a breakthrough. Still, the final miles leading to the Moscow summit were strewi

o~
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1 We seek no advantage to us whatsoever.” At the same time, Brezh-

ing to consult with Moscow. In April, the U.S. Air Force resumeq g

campaign against the North and accidentally hit four Soviet merchane ted to move from Vietnam on to other issues of “general détente.”

ing several sailors. In early May, Nixon ordered even more bruta] bomb; inger that “the current discussions represent the start of a major

on Hanoi and the mining of Haiphong harbor.** Kosygin, Podgorny, g { ess. the start of building mutual trust.” There should be “other good-

other Politburo members believed that the summit with Nixon ghg . ires to solidify good relations between the UssR and the U.S.,” in the

celled because of the bombing and the deaths of the Soviet personnel, noble mission that rests on their shoulders.”*%

wavered. He was, recalls his assistant, “shocked and furious . sonal diplomacy began under exceptionally favorable condi-
at Wag} inev’s per p y Deg P y

provocative actions.” Nixon’s motives to preserve his prestige in the gy tever since the times of the Grand Alliance had an American president

American public concerned Brezhnev very little. “He only felt that hard to win Soviet trust and allow the Kremlin leadership so much ac-

American meeting, the business that required so much of his energy a; , the White House. Nixon and Kissinger, each for their own reasons,

was now an object of a gamble, and that [Nixon] was trying to push hjm e State Department, the rest of the administration, and indeed the entire

corner.”** slitical establishment in the dark about their strategies. Kissinger chose

But Brezhnev’s personal interest in the summit prevailed over emotig, nin and later Brezhnev as his confidants to complain about the “Byzantine

he pleaded with colleagues for moderation. As it was clearly impossible ucracy” of Washington and Nixon’s “idiosyncratic style.” Several times

Hanoi to stop its military actions halfway, Brezhnev and Gromyko tried to in was Kissinger’s exclusive guest in the top-secret Situation Room in the

ate between Kissinger and the Hanoi representatives. They also quickly ‘Wing of the White House. Brezhney, as his assistant recalled, was “mightily

that Kissinger should secretly come to Moscow for troubleshooting discus; sed” by Kissinger’s repeated pleas to keep some aspects of their talks as their

Nixon’s national security adviser was in Moscow on April 21 and 22, In, sonal secret. At the same time, he could not help being flattered by such an

109

pressing the Soviet leader on Vietnam (as Nixon wanted him to do), Kissinge usive relationship.

his best to strike a cordial relationship with Brezhnev. In the matters of But Kissinger’s mission, successful as it was, could not dispel the storm
stance, Kissinger was in a mood for compromise: he gave way to Brezhney 14 ing in Moscow on account of Vietnam. The Politburo remained divided,
Gromyko on the text of “The Basic Principles of Relations between the Ussr : d some of its members urged rescinding Nixon’s invitation to Moscow and
the USA.” As Brezhnev’s foreign policy assistant summarized, “This docun affirming the Soviet Union’s prestige in the Communist camp by acting as a
was tantamount to recognition of the most important principles that the aunch ally of Hanoi. The leading skeptic was Nikolai Podgorny, chairman of the
viet side stood and struggled for during many years.” The most important jpreme Soviet and therefore technically “head of state.” His background and
the general secretary was acknowledgment of “equality” as a basis for Sovi tural level was very similar to Brezhnev’s, but he lacked his friend’s charm and
American détente.™®® :

Brezhnev’s conversations with Kissinger, now declassified, reveal the gene

exibility. Podgorny had been watching Brezhnev’s foreign policy activism with
alousy and since 1971 had tried to poke his nose into diplomatic affairs. Gro-
secretary at his prime as a negotiator: a confident, energetic, and jovial man i nyko, with Brezhnev’s blessing, firmly rebuffed these encroachments. But in
stylish dark blue suit with gold watch chain, not giving an inch in substance 2 April and May 1972, Podgorny sensed his opportunity to speak up on foreign
style to his partner, the former Harvard professor. At the time, Brezhnev was affairs. His potential ally was the Ukrainian party leader, Petro Shelest, a staunch
good physical shape. He used his charm, mastered the topics of conversatio believer in “class-based” foreign policy and a closet critic of Brezhnev’s leader-
quickly, did not read from the script, and easily answered Kissinger’s argument hip qualities. Shelest wrote in his diary: “Our successes in foreign affairs wholly
The general secretary tried his best humor on his guest, and the Americz depend on our domestic strength, on our people’s faith in us, on our fulfillment
responded in kind.*” He also wondered when the United States was going &

leave Vietnam. “De Gaulle fought seven years in Algeria,” he reminded Kissinger

of our plans and commitments.” Détente, in his opinion, was a slippery slope.
Worst of all, Brezhnev’s allies and friends wavered: Minister of Defense Grechko
“It was simply a waste of time and effort. You face the same prospect.” He alsl spoke against inviting Nixon to Moscow, and Mikhail Suslov, the supreme judge
told Nixon’s skeptical adviser: “I certainly support President Nixon’s idea 0 of the ideological purity of state policies, was suspiciously silent on the forth-

ending the war. That is the end-goal of all of us. Certainly the Soviet Union has ¢ coming summit.*** Alexandrov-Agentov recalls that there was “a real danger”
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that emotional arguments about solidarity with Vietnam “might regon ~_her. Can you give me, the Commander-in-Chief of Armed Forces, a

the considerable part of the Central Committee and among the public.

Faithful to his consensus-building style, Brezhnev waited for gtiye
Politburo to defend the idea of a summit. To everybody’s surprise,
in favor of it. He and Gromyko argued that a cancellation of the gy
derail ratification of the Moscow treaty with West Germany stj]] w
the time in Bonn, and it could put an indefinite hold on the agreeme
Kissinger on sALT and ABMs that created the framework of strategic p
tween the United States and the UssR. The winning argument was that
Vietnamese should not be allowed to exercise a veto over Soviet relg
the United States.**? For the moment, state interests prevailed over ideq

antee that in such a situation we will get superiority over the United
!,lg the correlation of forces will become more advantageous to us?”
. echko mumbled indicating a negative response, Brezhnev concluded:
is wrong? Why should we continue to exhaust our economy, increase
senses?” With great reluctance, the military dropped their objections
_,_g, agreements. During the Moscow summit, the head of the Military-
Commission, Leonid Smirnov, played a constructive role in finding
nise settlements with the American delegation. Grechko had to go along
m, but his resistance to the negotiated compromises with the Americans
115

passions. Jhnev also decided to convene a secret plenary session of the Central

This was the time at which the Soviets sharply increased the pure]
Western technology and began several projects aimed at the modernizatior
chemical and automobile industries. They were building two giant vehicle
facturing plants—one for cars (Tolyatti) and another for trucks (the Kz .
plant).** Kosygin’s support for détente reflected the widespread expegy
among the captains of Soviet industries that European détente and a U.S.-
summit would reopen access to Western economic, financial, and technol
resources. Chernyaev’s diary record of the Politburo meeting on April 6 pro
a colorful illustration of this. Deputy of Kosygin and longtime Minister ¢
Nikolai Baibakov and Minister of External Trade Nikolai Patolichev prese
draft agreement on the economic and trade agreements with the United Si
Podgorny sharply objected to cooperation with the Americans on constru
gas and oil pipelines from Tyumen and Yakutia, two permafrost areas to the
of the Urals. Couldn’t the Soviets develop Siberia without foreign capita
technical assistance? Brezhnev invited Baibakov to speak. He “calmly took
microphone, barely hiding an ironic expression on his face.” Using facts:
figures, he demonstrated the profitability and benefits of the agreements. “I
reject the agreement,” Baibakov continued, “we will not be able to access the
reserves of [Yakutia] for at least thirty more years. Technically we can lay a
pipeline. But we lack metal for pipes, machinery, and equipment.” Eventually,
Politburo voted for the drafts.***

The full clout of the general secretary had to be brought to bear to overco
the resistance of the military. By mid-April, the obstructionist stand of the Min
try of Defense forced the top SALT negotiator, Vladimir Semenov, to turn
Brezhnev for assistance. At a meeting of the Defense Council in May 197
Brezhnev abandoned his customary caution and spoke in full voice. According:
a witness, he asked Grechko: “If we make no concessions, the nuclear arms &

ittee and appeal for support for his decision to meet with Nixon. The days
 and during the plenum, less than a week before Nixon’s arrival, were
ps the most nerve-wracking time for Brezhnev since the Czechoslovak
f The uncertainty about ratification of the Moscow Treaty in Bonn added to
ension. Alexandrov-Agentov recalled “the atmosphere of condensed anx-
at Brezhnev’s dacha, where Gromyko, Ponomarev, and a team of speechwri-
worked. “Leonid Ilyich was in those days like a walking bundle of nerves,
ving in and out of the room, smoking one cigarette after another.”*** One is
-k by Brezhnev’s personal emotional investment and his feelings of insecu-
and vulnerability, despite the power of his office. This was, of course, vintage
zhnev. Kissinger, during his first secret talks with Brezhnev, observed “an
, quite touching, meld of defensiveness and vulnerability somewhat out of
ing with the assertive personal style. At this point the personalities of Nixon
Brezhneyv intersected.”**’

Fortune again smiled on Brezhnev. At the plenum, Kosygin, Gromyko, Suslov,
| Andropov spoke strongly for détente with the United States. This event
rked a big victory for Brezhnev.*** Now he could safely assume the mantle of a
tesman without fearing for his back at home. When Nixon arrived at the
emlin for talks on May 22, Brezhnev suddenly whisked him into his office
nce Stalin’s quarters) for a private conversation. Podgorny and Kosygin, as well
Kissinger, were left outside, furious. Soviet interpreter Viktor Sukhodrev, the
ly living witness of this meeting, believes it was a pivotal moment in Brezh-
V's personal commitment to Soviet-American détente. During the talk, Brezh-
eV raised the question of whether the United States and the Soviet Union could
fach an agreement on the nonuse of nuclear weapons against each other. The
n tinuclear agreement could, in his view, form a sound basis for lasting peace in
fie world. This proposal revealed the limits of Brezhnev’s strategic vision and
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sophistication. Brezhnev reduced the essence of the Cold War to 5 those written during the 1970s and 198os, since the outcome of the

a nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union, He 5 teral confrontation was still not certain. But to imply that the psycho-

that an agreement between leaders would be sufficient to dispe] 4 economic costs of the nuclear arms race, and the danger of nuclear

(11§

Brezhnev’s proposal also showed the strength of his belief in détenge, gh to compel statesmen to seek accommodation in the late 1960s

re enou
ly 19705 would be the same as suggesting that the prospect of accidental

ould be a sufficient reason to cancel Formula One or NASCAR races. In

nev’s entourage claims, this idea did not come from Gromyko’s b
sprang from the heart of the general secretary.™

The crucial part of the meeting was Brezhnev’s suggestion tg ¢ rds, it would mean ascribing too much rationality and wisdom to great
and their leaders.

goviet political leadership felt intense pressure to reenergize the econ-
u produce both guns and butter. Détente could be an easy way out of this
le bind. There was a desperate need for hard currency and Western tech-

s.122 Upon a closer look, however, these economic concerns, strategic

personal relationship and engage in a special personal correspondence y
U.S. president. Nixon eagerly responded, reminding Brezhney of the‘
relationship between Roosevelt and Stalin during the war. For Brezh
was a move behind the Politburo’s back. As is always true in humap
but particularly in Brezhnev’s case, perceptions were more important . :
stance. Two years later, Averell Harriman recorded the general secretary sg tions, and attention to the nuclear balance carried much less weight in the
“Perhaps most Americans did not realize the importance of those first fe lin policy debates and contributed less to the Soviet change of heart in favor
utes of conversation with President Nixon in 1972, which had had a deg nte than one might expect. The majority of Politburo members, as well
effect. The President had said, ‘T know you are loyal to your system and w

loyal to ours. So let’s put this question aside and build a good relation

je party secretaries and the military—men like Kosygin, Suslov, Podgorny,
Jest, Ustinov, and Grechko—all had deep reservations for different reasons
despite this difference in systems.’ Brezhnev said he had given the Presiden ':‘ dancing the “détente waltz” with the Americans. Andropov in the KGB and
hand in friendship and had agreed there would be no interference in one romyko in the Foreign Ministry initially lacked the clout and political will to go
other’s internal affairs and the two countries would subscribe to peaceful coe ) far out on the limb in favor of negotiations with the West. It was Brezhnev’s
tence. A whole series of political and economic agreements had been reached sonal and increasingly emotional involvement and his talents as a domestic
this basis.”**

According to Sukhodrev, Brezhnev made the same remark in his narrow cix licy of détente in the period from 1968 to 1972.

isensus builder that proved to be the most important factor in securing the
over and over again. He was impressed that the U.S. president was prepared ‘The orthodox views and collective experiences of the majority of the members
fSoviet elites and the Politburo prevented them from seeing world realities and
cting on them in the way neorealist scholars have assumed they did. At the same
ime, despite their orthodox zeal, the majority in the Politburo did not live up to
he dark expectations and warnings of American neoconservatives. Although
ome documents prepared by the Foreign Ministry and the KGB did portray
détente as the best possibility for the accumulation of Soviet power and spread of
Soviet influence in the world, the debates in the Politburo never produced any
devious plan of Soviet aggression and domination, as neoconservatives feared.

leave all strategic interests and details aside and just talk about how to imp
Soviet-American relations.*** The perception of friendship with the U.S. pre
dent elevated Brezhnev way above his colleagues and rivals, to the historic pla
that only Stalin had reached before. Détente became Brezhnev’s personal proje
and he intended to keep it going.

DETENTE WITHOUT BREZHNEV?

This Politburo, despite its periodic bouts of ideological emotions and jingoism,
‘Was not prepared for global and open conflict with the United States. The major-
ity lacked the global vision and the clarity of purpose for what the Soviet Union
should do with its growing military power. They did not even see how to benefit
from the fact that the United States was bogged down in Southeast Asia. After
China, the Soviet leadership “lost” Indonesia and was rapidly losing influence in
Egypt and the Middle East. Nothing was gained from their assistance to North

This close look at the origins of détente proves that the rapid decline of Cold
tensions in the period from 1970 to 1972 was not inevitable nor preordainet
True, the shadow of the nuclear arms race and the rapid proliferation of nuclez
missiles and warheads in the United States and the Soviet Union greatly contrib
uted to the perception of a dangerous stalemate and helped to rationalize détent
in terms of state interests, by presenting arms control as the optimal policy fol
both sides. This rationalization has since been enshrined in mountains of books,
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Vietnam. Between 1964 and 1971, the Soviet leadership subjugate& .:1 effect of the Moscow summit on the Soviet people and the elites
security interests, including direct negotiations with the Uniteq g¢a: i
o1

vaguely constructed cause of “proletarian solidarity” with Commupie ¥ the heretofore missing source for his domestic legitimacy. Although

and to the support of radical Arab regimes. The Soviet leaders algg ]
eyes to the fact that the North Vietnamese and Egyptian leadershipg

impervious to Soviet political influence and, in effect, fought thejr o

re no studies on Soviet public opinion done at the time, fragmentary
including personal diaries, indicates that Brezhnev’s popularity and
his peacemaking increased among millions of average Soviet citi-
without taking Soviet interests into account. » Juding less-educated people with war memories and those who had
Soviet behavior in the years leading up to détente can only be explaine sti-American feelings.** The April plenum of 1973, at which Brezh-
takes into account the dynamics of the Soviet post-totalitarian politics iy ved overwhelming support for his policy of rapprochement with the
consensus concealed “the fight of bulldogs under the carpet” and in ‘ g States and West Germany, was a high point of his political career. Anti-
leader was more broker and negotiator than dictator. The new evidence ' propaganda, pervasive in Soviet news, suddenly ceased. A trickle of
complex and very important “two-level” games between Soviet foreign po] ve publications on life and culture in the United States, once extremely
domestic politics, and between global strategy and local commitments tg ) other than a few elitist journals, now grew into the media torrent that
satellites (for example, the GDR and North Vietnam). It is obvious th ';.i the general public, the first such occasion since Kennedy’s assassi-
change required serious efforts at persuasion, propaganda, and politica] The jamming by the state of the Voice of America stopped, and Soviet
cion; from 1964 until 1972, the pro-détente consensus in the Soviet po gained access to American pop culture and the Beatles’ songs on short-
leadership was extremely fragile and still could have fallen apart. Consolic uency wavelengths. Chernyaev even called Nixon’s visit a foreign policy
this consensus and investing political capital into détente at crucial momen ivalent of Khrushchev’s 1956 secret speech. He wrote: “These May days of
the main contribution of Leonid Brezhnev to international history. » will be counted as the start of an era of convergence [of capitalism and

Kissinger disparaged Brezhnev in his memoirs. “He sought to obscur smunism]—in its truly revolutionary sense of the word, the one that would
humanity.”us

Very soon this hyperbolic assessment had to be toned down. The nature of the

lack of assurance by boisterousness, and his sense of latent inadequacy by
sional bullying.” In Kissinger’s opinion, Brezhnev’s ethnic Russian bac
contributed to his insecurity: He “represented a nation that had survived ng viet political and economic system, of Soviet politics and the character of the
civilizing its conquerors but by outlasting them, a people suspended bet

Europe and Asia and not wholly of either, with a culture that had destroye;

dership, made it impossible for détente to turn into an exit from the Cold War.
e consensus he presided over was not as belligerent and xenophobic as the one

99123

traditions without yet entirely replacing them. t had existed under his predecessors. Still, it was clearly based on the formula

Indeed, Brezhnev felt insecure in the international arena. But, by contras “peace through strength,” and it left all the props of Soviet ideological ortho-

the irascible Nikita Khrushchev, whose lack of assurance translated into bout Xy intact, so as to make détente palatable for hard-liners. Last, but not least,
revolutionary diplomacy and crisis-mongering, Brezhnev transformed his i ezhnev presided over the most expensive and far-reaching armaments pro-
curity into a quest for international recognition. Détente for Brezhnev also ams in Soviet history. In doing so, he stayed in the good graces of his conserva-
ve friends, Ustinov, Grechko, and the rest of the military and military-industrial
stablishment, 126

Brezhnev harbored sincere hopes that his personal friendships with Brandt

came an important substitute for domestic reforms, the substitute that obscu
the already-present drift and decline in economy, technology, and science ai
above all, in the ideological sphere. The general secretary suffered from co
parison with Stalin and Lenin, and even with Khrushchev. He lacked the W

. ind Nixon would help reduce Cold War tensions. A hard-nosed realist in party
vision, and intellect to become an efficient and charismatic leader in the Sof

politics, he lapsed into romanticism in international relations. This was not a
Communist regime. By 1972, Brezhnev had been in office for eight years. T evolutionary kind of romanticism. Brezhnev did not believe as much in the
length of his term was approaching that of Khrushchev. He needed a clear &

visible success, and these dynamics became obvious during the presummit

promotion of revolutions and anticolonial movements around the world as in
Serving Soviet interests by establishing friendships with other state leaders. He

in April and May 1972. Mmistakenly believed that these friendships and economic cooperation between
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In pursuing détente with Germany and the United States, Brezh- -



the Soviet Union and other great powers could overcome fundameng,
economic, and ideological differences between East and West,
Without Brezhnev and his “Sermon on the Mount,” the détente of ¢
from 1970 to 1972 either might not have happened at all or might haye j }
less of an event than it was. Brezhnev’s emotional makeup and his expe
World War II enhanced his sensitivity toward the dangers of war bety t
and the Warsaw Pact countries and a nuclear showdown between the
Union and the United States. One need only imagine an unsmiling g
gloomy Gromyko, or a hawkish Shelepin taking Brezhnev’s place at the g
with Western leaders and the difference becomes clear. Brezhney’s penc]
please, his vainglorious and gregarious nature, his love for foreign cq
other trinkets can be seen as weaknesses of character—but they worked v
détente. In a sense, this was the first Soviet leader who consciously an
pleasure donned the mantle of a peacemaker and a commonsense g
and not of a blustering revolutionary or of a domineering emperor. He

Bahr correctly noted in his memoirs that “Brezhnev was necessary for trans
to Gorbachev; what the latter accomplished, the former introduced. He wa
asset for world peace.”*
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