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PREFACE

This book has been long in the making. Its constituent parts were scattered
over twenty-five years of specialization in Soviet, Russian and German af-
fairs in the form of articles, research papers, conference protocols and in-
terviews. The many fragments were integrated into one single entity and
published by Nomos in 1998. Since then, the book has sold out but de-
mand has remained constant so that the publisher decided to republish it,
suggesting that, if necessary, I would revise and update it. Major revisions,
however, turned out to be unnecessary — not least because of the fact that
not a single of the many reviews pointed to major or even minor mistakes
or omissions. There are, however, several aspects that I thought needed
elaboration and clarification.

Persisting Myths

The first concerns the question as to whether ‘the West’, NATO, or specif-
ic Western leaders gave the Soviet Union ‘firm guarantees’ or ‘assurances’
that, if Moscow consented to unified Germany’s membership in the At-
lantic alliance, NATO would not expand eastward beyond the borders of
East Germany. This portrayal of the outcome of the negotiations in 1990
about the external aspects of German unification is, of course, part of the
Kremlin’s current narrative that the West ‘reneged’ on its commitments.
NATO’s ‘betrayal’ had a deplorable moral quality to it but also an impor-
tant military-security dimension, as the expansion of the Western alliance
‘closer and closer to Russia’s borders’ threatened the country’s security in-
terests. Russian president Vladimir Putin used this argument among others
to justify the ‘return’ of the Crimea to Russia, saying in his speech of 18
March 2014 that this step was necessary because of ‘Kiev’s declarations of
intent for the soonest possible membership of Ukraine in NATO’, the ‘per-
spective that the fleet of NATO would have appeared in [Sevastopol], the
city of Russian glory’ and that such a development would have constituted
‘a danger for the whole of Russia’s south’. More space than in the previ-
ous edition, therefore, has been devoted to the description and analysis of
Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev’s consent to unified Germany’s mem-
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bership in NATO and to proving that the West’s ‘firm guarantees’ and
‘solid assurances’ are, indeed, what they are: myth rather than fact.

A second myth concerns the idea that Gorbachev, as he was transform-
ing the Soviet Union through perestroika, glasnost’ and demokratizatsiia,
exerted pressure on East German communist party leader Erich Honecker
to fall in line and embark on corresponding reforms. The culmination of
such attempts, so the argument continues, came on 7 October 1989 during
Gorbachev’s visit to East Berlin, on the occasion of the 40t anniversary of
the foundation of the GDR, when the Soviet leader allegedly said: ‘Those
who are late will be punished by history.” The fact, however, is that Gor-
bachev never literally used that aphorism and, even more importantly,
with the exception of some cryptic statements on the above occasion, in
private conversations with Honecker was complimentary about the GDR’s
economic and technological achievements, praised its social policies and
even lauded its internal political development, comparing it favourably
with the (reformist) course pursued by Hungary and Poland.

‘Imperial Overstretch’ under Putin

There is a third consideration that persuaded me to embark on revision and
extension of the book. This is the return of the Soviet leaders’ ‘imperial
overstretch’ syndrome under Vladimir Putin. This is indicated not only by
the increasing structural similarities between communist party general sec-
retary Leonid Brezhnev’s USSR and Putin’s Russia — as, indeed, encapsu-
lated in the latter’s statement that ‘The Soviet Union, too, is Russia, only
under another name.” The problem of overextension looms large also be-
cause of Putin’s Eurasian Union project that, despite all of his assurances
to the contrary, is to be considered as an attempt at restoration of the Sovi-
et Union’s ‘internal empire’, that is, the restoration not of the constitution-
al Union but in the form of Moscow’s de facto control over the Eurasian
geopolitical space from the Baltic to the Pacific, including the countries of
the southern Caucasus and Central Asia. The danger of overextension, fi-
nally, is also coming into sharp focus because of Russia’s excessive ex-
penditures for internal and external security and low oil prices. The causes
for the collapse of the Soviet Union’s external and internal empire, there-
fore, provide the analyst with a potentially useful case study for consider-
ing and comparing them with the path Russia under Putin is taking.
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‘Eastern Europe’

‘Eastern Europe’

Reviewing the history of the Cold War and reading contemporary docu-
ments, the term ‘Eastern Europe’ is like a grain of sand that perennially
scrapes inside some machinery. Set against previous centuries of European
history, the term as used from 1945 until 1990 as encompassing the Soviet
Union’s European satellites and member countries of the Warsaw pact —
Poland, East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania —
is utterly ahistorical. Never in European history did anyone consider
Berlin, Danzig, Dresden or Konigsberg in Germany or Prague (Praha),
Pressburg (Bratislava), Briinn (Brno) and Pilsen (Plzen) in Czechoslovakia
to be part of ‘Eastern Europe’. The absurdity of the Cold War mental map
is clearly revealed by a cursory look at the geographical map: Vienna, a
central European city, is located east of East Berlin and Prague. On the
other side of the East-West divide, Germany and Berlin were never con-
sidered to be part of “Western Europe’. Nevertheless, in the Cold War doc-
uments, the world is divided between ‘The United States and Western Eu-
rope” and ‘The Soviet Union and Eastern Europe’. In the 1980s, as will be
shown in Chapter 6, (ultimately successful) attempts were made to change
the Cold War mental map and resurrect the term Mitteleuropa, or Central
Europe. For the present purposes, however, in keeping with the contempo-
rary understanding of the term, ‘Eastern Europe’ will refer to the six coun-
tries of the Warsaw Pact.

The location of ‘East Germany’ on mental maps is less of a problem —
but only for people who are not assimilated or socialized in any part of the
German-speaking world, including in Austria and parts of Switzerland. As
far as this writer is aware, in none of the documents on the German prob-
lem in German, neither those relating to the division nor to reunification,
does the term Ostdeutschland, the literal re-translation of East Germany,
ever appear. On the German mental map it was simply inconceivable to
place Berlin, Dresden, Halle, Leipzig and Magdeburg, or Rostock, Stral-
sund and Greifswald, anywhere else than in Mitteldeutschland, literally
Central Germany. Politically, Ostdeutschland did not exist, initially only
the ‘sowjetische Besatzungszone’ (Soviet zone of occupation), with SBZ
as its acronym, later, after its foundation, the DDR, the Deutsche
Demokratische Republik’ (GDR and German Democratic Republic).
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Personal Background and Thanks

Despite its quest for objectivity, the book is likely to reveal bias and per-
sonal commitment. If so, this may be due in part to my personal back-
ground. I was born in 1942 in Memel, then a German city in East Prussia,
incorporated into the Soviet Union in the Second World War under the
name of Klaipeda and now the main sea port of independent Lithuania. |
developed a personal interest in Soviet and post-Soviet affairs, as well as
in divided Germany and Europe, not only because of my place of birth but
also because my father had fought at the eastern front during the war and
my mother and grandmother, with my two brothers and me, had been
forced to leave our homeland of East Prussia. The extended family was
separated during the war, some members ending up in North-Rhine West-
phalia and Bavaria in West Germany, others in Mecklenburg-Vorpommern
in East Germany.

Personal involvement with the subject matter of the division of Ger-
many was deepened also by my experience as a student at the Freie Uni-
versitit Berlin in the western part of the divided city; the direct exposure
to artificiality the and absurdity of the division of the city; and the arro-
gance and petty chicaneries of East German border guards on the check
points and access routes.

The academic part of interest and involvement in the subject matter was
enhanced in my many years of work at the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Poli-
tik (SWP), first in Ebenhausen near Munich and then, after German unifi-
cation, in Berlin. The research institute, also known as the German Insti-
tute on International Politics and Security, made it possible to publish the
precursor of this book with Nomos. Albrecht Zunker, then one of the
deputy directors of SWP and chief editor of the publication series on inter-
national politics and security, had a central role in the book’s appearance
from beginning to end. SWP also gave me the opportunity to establish
lasting contacts with other research institutes in Germany and abroad; aca-
demic specialists and policy makers in Moscow; and officials at the
Auswirtige Amt and the Chancellor’s Office in Bonn and Berlin.

Concerning the latter, I would like to offer special thanks to all three
German ambassadors to Moscow during the Gorbachev era, Jorg Kastl,
Andreas Meyer-Landrut and Klaus Blech. They contributed significantly
to my understanding of the course of events by providing me with their
perspectives on official negotiations and more informal talks with Soviet
party and government officials.

14
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Personal Background and Thanks

The book also profited from conversations with other Western officials
who participated, conceptually or at the operational level, in managing the
relations between the Soviet Union and the West on the German problem.
These include Rudolf Adam, Bob Blackwill, Sir Roderic Braithwaite, Ul-
rich Brandenburg, Frank Elbe, Wolfgang Ischinger, Klaus Neubert, Horst
Teltschik, Malcolm Toon, Jack Matlock, Dennis Ross, Gebhardt Weil3,
Phil Zelikow and Robert Zoellick.

Especially important were the interviews with former Soviet and East
German officials, including Vladimir Bykov, Anatoli Chernyaev, Gennadi
Gerasimov, Andrei Grachev, Sergei Grigoriev, Egon Krenz, Hans Missel-
witz, Yuli Kvitsinsky, Igor Maksimychev, Viktor Rykin, Georgi
Shakhnazarov, Thilo Steinbach, Sergei Tarasenko and Vadim Zagladin.

The specialists on international affairs at the various research institutes
in Moscow who were most helpful over the years in clarifying the context
and the course of events are Volodya Benevolensky, Vyacheslav
Dashichev, Andrei Kortunov, Viktor Kremenyuk, Sergei Karaganov, and
Vitaly Zhurkin. At the Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik, valuable insights
were provided by its director, Michael Stiirmer, and current or previous
colleagues Falk Bomsdorf, Peer Lange, Friedemann Miiller, Uwe Nerlich,
Christoph Royen, Reinhardt Rummel, Klaus Schroder, Gebhard Schwei-
gler, Klaus Segbers, Peter Stratmann and Bernhard von Plate. The re-
searchers at the then Bundesinstitut fiir ostwissenschaftliche und interna-
tionale Studien in Cologne who were most helpful and influential in shap-
ing my views on the topic were its director, Heinrich Vogel, and Fred Old-
enburg, Gerhard Wettig and Heinz Timmermann.

Much of the writing for this book was done while I was Associate Pro-
fessor at the Fletcher School of Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University
and Director of its Program on Russia and East-Central Europe. Thanks
are due in particular to its then Dean, Jack Galvin, and Professor Alan
Henrikson. I also would like to convey my very personal gratitude to Pro-
fessor Tim Colton and Lis Tarlow, Director and Associate Director respec-
tively, at the Kathryn W. and Shelby Cullom Davis Center for Russian
Studies at Harvard University, for their encouragement and support.

Two projects were most valuable in advancing my understanding of the
subject. One is the Cold War International History Project at Harvard Uni-
versity directed by Mark Kramer, the other the Project on Cold War Stud-
ies at the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, with Jim
Hershberg as its director. Several of the results of the projects’ confer-
ences and papers have been integrated here.
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Many thanks, finally, are due to the Ford Foundation and the Fritz
Thyssen Stiftung. The two foundations made it possible for me to carry
out research in the party archives in Moscow and Berlin and conduct inter-
views with former Soviet and East German officials.

Transliteration of Russian Terms

The transliteration of Russian terms follows the style used by United
States Library of Congress. To enhance readability and avoid pedantry,
however, some modifications have been made. The soft sign, indicated by
an apostrophe in standard style, has been deleted in political household
words. In such words, the italics have also been dispensed with. Hence,
the stylistically correct glasnost’ and oblast’ according to the Library of
Congress system have been rendered here simply as glasnost and oblast.
The scientific transliteration was also abandoned in many proper nouns
and names. For instance, the text features Yuri Andropov, Alexander
Yakovlev, Alexei Arbatov, Vladimir Petrovsky, Lavrenti Beria, and Boris
Yeltsin rather than Turii Andropov, Aleksandr Iakovlev, Aleksei Arbatov,
Vladimir Petrovskii, Lavrentii Beriia, and Boris El’tsin. Accordingly, the
book refers to Yekaterinburg and Yaroslavl instead of Ekaterinburg and
laroslavl’. Perhaps at the risk of offending Ukrainian sentiments, Kiev has
not been altered to Kiyev, Kiyiv, or Kyyiv. Moscow, too, at least its
spelling, has remained unaltered.
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Why was Germany divided after the Second World War? Why was the
division of Germany maintained for almost half a century? Why did the
Soviet Union accept German unification? And why did it consent to uni-
fied Germany as a full member in the Atlantic alliance? These questions
form the subject of this book. Its main focus is the Soviet role in these
fateful events of the second half of the twentieth century. It is therefore
concerned with party and government leaders in Moscow, their political
ambitions, the ideological stereotypes they shared, the institutional pres-
sures they faced, and the systemic constraints with which they had to con-
tend.

The context into which the examination is placed is that of the rise, de-
cline, and fall of empires. The underlying assumption is that it is appropri-
ate to consider the Soviet Union an imperial entity consisting of three con-
centric rings. The first and innermost ring is that of the USSR itself with
its fifteen constituent republics. The second consists of what in the era of
the Cold War was called ‘Eastern Europe’, that is, the non-Soviet coun-
tries of the Warsaw Pact.! The third and outermost ring comprises
Moscow’s dependencies and its friends and allies outside the Central
Eurasian landmass, including at one time or another Cuba, North Vietnam,
Laos, North Korea, Iraq, Syria, Libya, Egypt, Ethiopia, South Yemen, An-
gola, and Mozambique.

This examination deals with Eastern Europe as the ring of empire most
closely linked to the centre and considered by successive Soviet leader-
ships as the most important staging area of their influence in Europe. This
necessitates scrutiny, above all, of the Soviet-East German relationship
and developments in East Germany as the most exposed and most impor-
tant entity of the Soviet strategic glacis in Europe. Since West German -
‘revisionism’ was regarded in Moscow as the main challenge to the post-
war order and West Berlin as a painful ‘thorn in the flesh’ of the East Ger-
man body politic, the Soviet Union’s relations with the Federal Republic

1 For the usage of the term ‘Eastern Europe’ see the Preface, p.13; for the attempted
and (ultimately successful) revision of the term as part of the Cold War mental map
see Chapter 4, pp. 301-307.
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and Soviet reactions to West Germany’s Ostpolitik form another major fo-
cus of this book.

No claim will be advanced here that the division of Germany was part
of a blueprint drawn up by Stalin for the construction of an empire in East-
ern Europe. Soviet planning and consistency in the execution of a deliber-
ate design were much more in evidence, for instance, in the treatment of
Poland. Nevertheless, the integration of the part of Germany occupied by
the Red Army in the misnamed ‘socialist community’ followed an imperi-
al logic and was reinforced by Soviet ideology. To that extent, it is erro-
neous to contend, as many Russians still do, that since there was no design
in Moscow, the West was obviously responsible for the division.

The inexorable imperial and ideological logic also explains the tenacity
with which the Soviet Union clung to its possessions for such a long time.
However, it will be argued here, the attempt to incorporate the eastern part
of Germany, including part of the former capital of the German Reich, in
the empire was worse than many a crime committed in the Stalin era. It
was a serious political blunder. It was a major and, in Europe, the central
part of what in the title of this book is called ‘imperial overstretch’: the
expansion of Soviet control to areas that initially contributed to the recon-
struction of the Soviet Union but then became a serious economic liability.
Politically and militarily, Moscow’s attempt to hold on to the eastern part
of Germany locked the Soviet Union even more firmly into competition
and confrontation with the West than the ideology, under which its leader-
ship operated, seemed to require. Furthermore, without East Germany, the
Soviet empire in Eastern Europe would have looked quite different. It
would have been more self-contained and hence relatively more manage-
able for Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov and Chernenko. As a result,
early in the history of the Soviet empire the attempt at incorporating the
German chunk produced major symptoms of pathology. Such symptoms
became clearly visible in the Berlin blockade of 1948-49 and the workers’
uprising in East Germany in 1953. They remained suppressed for some
time but flared up again in the protracted crisis of 1958-61 that led to the
building of the Berlin wall. In the 1970s and 1980s, it appeared to many
Soviet and Western observers that normalization of the difficult imperial
condition had set in. But this proved to be a major misperception, as the
rapidly unfolding events in 1989-90 and the collapse of empire were to
prove.

The story to be told here is full of paradoxes. One of them is the incon-
gruity of Soviet perceptions of East Germany. In the period of normaliza-
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tion, the GDR came to be seen in Moscow as a successful example in the
construction of socialism. Gorbachev, as will be shown in detail, very
much admired the East German economic and technological achievements
and for quite some time was prone to accept at face value Honecker’s
progress reports about the GDR’s progress in microelectronics, computer
technology, industrial engineering, and biotechnology. He even went as far
as to concede expressly Honecker’s argument that Soviet perestroika was
essentially a delayed response to the challenges of the revolution in sci-
ence and technology of the second half of the twentieth century which the
GDR had already met. In principle at least there could also be little doubt
that the political regime established by Ulbricht and maintained by Ho-
necker rested on Marxist-Leninist foundations, and excessively so, as Gor-
bachev was to complain privately to his reformist colleagues in Moscow.
However, in stark contrast to such perceptions of the GDR’s economic re-
silience and political conservatism, Soviet leaders from Khrushchev to
Gorbachev and their German experts repeatedly expressed the concern and
even alarm, both in private conversation among themselves and in talks
with the East German leaders, that East Germany was becoming ever
more dependent financially and economically on West Germany, making
political concessions, and permitting an erosion of its system structure.
Such contradictions of perception that found their reflection in contradic-
tory policies were never meaningfully addressed let alone resolved until
the collapse of the GDR and the Soviet empire rendered any such possible
efforts obsolete.

Gorbachev’s eventual acceptance of German unification and his consent
to unified Germany’s membership in NATO as an integral part of this col-
lapse receive major attention here. The drama and enormity of these two
decisions can hardly be overestimated. They meant liquidation of four
decades of time-honoured Soviet ideological and strategic precepts; aban-
doning what seemed to be one of the most reliable allies of the Soviet
Union; relinquishing a crucial military component in the ‘correlation of
forces’; dispensing with what apparently was an indispensable factor in
the Soviet economy; signing the death warrant of the Warsaw Pact and
CMEA; and giving birth to a new Europe. Furthermore, the two decisions
were taken against the background of other paradoxes of Soviet empire
and the German problem. In the 1970s and 1980s, the Soviet Union had
amassed tremendous military power. Its nuclear arsenal appeared to have
made its imperial position unassailable for all time. The nuclear age, it
seemed, had not only made Clausewitz obsolete but also all traditional
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theories on the rise and fall of empires, including the idea that ‘no empire
is permanent’.2 Part of the explanation of why the Soviet Union divested
itself of its empire, it will be argued, lies in the discrepancy between eco-
nomic stagnation and global expansion and between an apparently thriving
military-industrial complex and a corroding socio-economic base — a gap
correctly recognized by Sovietologists as the ‘paradox of superpower’.3

One of the crucial factors in the rise and fall of empires is the political
will of the political establishment in the centre to maintain the empire.
Churchill is on record of having said that he had not become prime minis-
ter in order to preside over the dissolution of the British empire. What
about Gorbachev? Had /e, according to his self-perception, become party
leader in order to give history a push and preside over the dissolution of
the Soviet empire? Specifically with respect to the Soviet Union’s East
German imperial legacy, what were his perceptions of the problem when
he took office in March 1985? Did he subscribe to the notion that in an era
of nationalism and the nation state the division of Germany was unnatural
and artificial, and that the division of Germany had to be ended in favor of
the construction of his Common European House? There is no evidence
for such an initiative, to introduce another paradox. Gorbachev’s accep-
tance of German unification and his consent to unified Germany’s mem-
bership in NATO, it will be shown, like the division of Germany under
Stalin, was not part of overall foresight and planning but occurred within a
new framework — the New Thinking — that left little room for alternative
options.

This interpretation of history allocates a role to both objective and sub-
jective factors in the rise, decline, and demise of the Soviet empire. As for
the latter set of factors, a particularly interesting and important feature is
the increasing alienation, animosity, and antipathy between Gorbachev
and Honecker in the period from 1985 until 1989. Outwardly, everything
looked normal in that relationship, with all the embraces, the kisses, the
awarding of medals, the cordial receptions, and attendance of congresses.*
But beneath the surface in the relationship between Gorbachev and Ho-

2 Michael W. Doyle, Empires (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986), p. 137.

3 See, for instance, Seweryn Bialer, The Soviet Paradox: External Expansion, Inter-
nal Decline (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986).

4 Soviet foreign minister Shevardnadze used such formulations to characterize the re-
lations among party leaders in the Soviet bloc in general; see Eduard Ambrosievich
Shevardnadze, Moi vybor. V zashchitu demokratii i svobody, 2nd ed. (Moscow:
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necker, there was smouldering suspicion, resentment, and scheming, much
of it fuelled by Gorbachev’s realization that the East German leader was
risking serious instability by stubbornly refusing to go with the times and,
conversely, by Honecker’s conviction that the Soviet leader was pursuing
disastrous policies that undercut the legitimacy of his rule in the GDR and
the fabric of the ‘socialist community’. In that context, yet another para-
dox is to be noted. Given the dominant position of the Soviet Union in the
bloc and that of the Soviet party leader in inter-party relations, one would
have expected Gorbachev to exert severe pressure on Honecker to change
his policies. However, the record of private conversations between the two
leaders reveals that such pressure was not exerted. Matters were left to
drift and problems to accumulate until the end of the East German regime
and the Soviet empire.

Such observations underline the important role of the party leader in
communist systems, no matter whether it is one of omission or commis-
sion. But even in communist systems, foreign policy cannot not be formu-
lated and carried out by one person single-handedly. What is needed for
both policy making and the implementation of decisions are appropriate
domestic structures, institutions, and organisations. This fact of interna-
tional life raises questions at another level of analysis: Which of the estab-
lished Soviet institutions played a significant role in breaking new ground
on the German problem? Obvious contenders for such a role are several
party institutions, such as the Politburo, the Central Committee’s Interna-
tional Department (ID) and the CC’s Department for Liaison with the
Communist and Workers’ Parties; government agencies, such as the for-
eign ministry, the KGB, and the armed forces; and the Defence Council,
an institution whose membership consisted of top foreign and security pol-
icy personnel from both the party and the state.

These institutions can be regarded as having had a vested interest in ad-
hering to imperial policies and opposing change on the German problem.
This raises the question as to how Gorbachev was able to overcome bu-
reaucratic inertia and latent opposition to his policy changes. Several hy-
potheses for answering this question suggest themselves. One is the seri-
ousness of the internal crisis. It could be argued that the deterioration of
economic and social conditions, the spreading of ethnic violence and se-

Novosti, 1991), p. 199. They certainly apply to the relations between the Soviet and
the East German party leader.
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cessionism, and of obstructionism and opposition in the party were so se-
vere that international affairs were simply a side-show. A second hypothe-
sis, prevalent among analysts who are fond of easy and straightforward so-
lutions to intricate problems, is the notion that the disastrous economic
state of affairs in the Soviet Union persuaded Moscow to cut a deal with
rich West Germany: the consent to unification was given in exchange for
huge financial and economic benefit. A third hypothesis is the idea that the
severe internal crisis interacted with an equally severe crisis of empire and
that Gorbachev’s consent to German unification was a rational response to
overcommitment and overextension of empire.

But what approaches should be used in order to answer such questions?
To what extent is it still appropriate to utilize tools developed by the now
extinct field of Soviet studies? Sovietology, contrary to now popular criti-
cism, underwent significant transformations before the collapse of the So-
viet Union. In the 1940s and 1950s, the most widely accepted framework
of analysis was that of totalitarianism, which posited complete state con-
trol of politics, society, and the economy; one-man and one-party dictator-
ship; terror as a functional element of the system; and the impossibility of
reform: the system would either endure or collapse. In revised versions of
the model, the ‘totalitarian’ was replaced by ‘authoritarian’. There was
also a realization that one-man dictatorship after Stalin’s death had been
replaced by collective leadership and terror by less bloody forms of re-
pression. In essence, however, the proponents of the revised model still as-
sumed that the main features of the system had remained unchanged.

The behavioural revolution in communist studies of the 1960s and
1970s took issue with this framework of reference and focused on diversi-
ty and differentiation behind the facade of monolithism. Various ‘bureau-
cratic politics’ and ‘interest group’ models were applied to the study of
Soviet-type systems. But whereas such studies did advance the under-
standing of unplanned processes in communist systems, they also created
some serious impediments. This applied in particular to the notion that
Marxist-Leninist regimes bore many of the pluralist features characteristic
of Western political systems. It was probably this perceptual lens that pro-
duced the erroneous assumption that communist systems were amenable
to major structural reform. In retrospect, it appears that the revised ‘totali-
tarian’ or ‘authoritarian’ school was right after all in the sense that despite
all the attempts at reform the communist parties and the Soviet-type sys-
tem in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe proved resistant to reform.
Thus, what is evidently needed and will be applied here is a combination
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of traditional Kremlinological and more modern behavioural approaches
to decision making.

The design to tackle the theoretical and empirical problems as outlined
above is as follows: Chapter 1 establishes conceptual foundations by look-
ing at such theories on the rise, decline, and fall of empires as may be use-
ful for analysis. The theories examined will be called metrocentric, peri-
centric, international systemic, transnational, and integrative. Although
several of the approaches shed some light on the Soviet problem, one of
the most useful designs applied here can be found in Paul Kennedy’s
book, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers. This includes in particular
his argument that economic potential is required to underpin military pow-
er, and military power is usually needed to acquire and protect wealth. If,
however, too large a proportion of the state’s resources is diverted from
the creation of wealth and allocated instead to military purposes, then this
will lead to a weakening of national power, to overcommitment and
overextension. As the subsequent chapters of the present book will show,
this became an important political problem once the Soviet Union had en-
tered a period of economic decline.

Chapter 2 features a discussion of Soviet perceptions and policies on
the German problem from the division of Germany under Stalin through
Khrushchev’s tenure in office to Brezhnev’s ‘era of stagnation’. The ana-
lytical thread that will help the reader through the maze of Soviet policies
on Germany in this period from the 1940s to the late 1970s will be called
the Ideological and Imperial paradigm. Its constituent elements can be said
to have been competitive and confrontational, with ideological, geopoliti-
cal, and military-strategic factors playing a dominant role and providing
the rationale and conceptual basis for the Soviet policy of imperial control
— notably in Central and Eastern Europe — and global expansion. Power
and ideology in this paradigm are regarded as having reinforced each oth-
er.

Chapter 3 demonstrates how this framework of analysis and policy un-
derwent a serious crisis in the last years of the Brezhnev era and during
the Andropov and Chernenko ‘interregnum’ from the late 1970s to the
mid-1980s. One of the major research questions in this period concerns
the role of military and economic power in the management of the Soviet
empire. The thread of Ariadne running through the analytical labyrinth in-
dicates that an increasing number of policy-makers and academic analysts
in Moscow had begun to doubt the political utility of Soviet military pow-
er, to express concern about the country’s ability to keep up with the Unit-
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ed States in the military-technological competition, and to appreciate the
importance of economic and technological factors as a source of global in-
fluence. A politically significant part of the Soviet political establishment
also began to recognize the stark fact of imperial decay and the necessity
of comprehensive reform if damaging trends were to be arrested and re-
versed. Such realization, however, remained politically irrelevant until the
very end of the interregnum. Practical policies continued to be mired in
bureaucratic inertia. They took a particularly vicious form in the severe
pressure that was exerted on West Germany to desist from consenting to
the stationing of intermediate-range nuclear missiles on its territory and on
East Germany to cease making political concessions to Bonn for allegedly
short-term and short-sighted economic and financial benefit and to submit
to bloc discipline.

Chapter 4 portrays the Gorbachev leadership’s recognition of the com-
prehensive crisis in domestic and international affairs and the lessons it
derived from that crisis. Since the role of statesmen in history and the role
of the party leader in communist systems are important issues to consider,
the chapter contains a political profile of Gorbachev. Under his leadership,
a new paradigm was constructed, tentatively and hesitatingly at first, but
then in a more determined, consistent, and comprehensive fashion. The
new philosophical and practical approach — the New Thinking — put the
emphasis on internal political, economic, and social development and in-
ternational cooperation. In domestic affairs, the new paradigm provided
for policies of democratization, federalism, and market-oriented reform. In
foreign policy, it emphasized devolution of empire; eradication of regional
military preponderance; abandonment of military-strategic parity; mem-
bership in international economic institutions, such as the GATT, IMF, and
the G-7; and cooperation within the framework of the United Nations.

The chapter then deals in detail with Gorbachev’s perceptions and pol-
icies on Germany in the period from his assumption of power in March
1985 until his visit to West Germany in June 1989. The new Soviet leader,
it will be argued, had no intention to liquidate the empire but wanted to
reform it and make it more cost effective. East Germany was meant to
help in this endeavour. Since he considered that country as advanced in the
production of high technology, he even thought that it could make an ap-
preciable contribution to the modernization of the Soviet economy and to
undercutting President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). The
impact of Western policies on both the demise of the Soviet empire and
the changes in Gorbachev’s policies will also be examined in this chapter.
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Evidence will be presented concerning the question as to whether the de-
cline of empire was accelerated by the Reagan administration’s policy of
forcing the pace of the military-technological competition and deepening
the ‘fault lines of the Soviet empire’, or whether such attempts were essen-
tially counterproductive, delaying the fundamental changes that were
bound to come anyway, given the deep internal contradictions of the Sovi-
et empire.

Chapter 5 examines the institutional and domestic political setting of
the imperial collapse. In particular, it dwells on two internal Soviet para-
doxes. The first concerns the role of the German experts, or germanisty, in
policy-making on the German problem. On the basis of observations de-
rived from Western systems of government to the effect that the regional
experts’ detailed knowledge of and empathy with developments in their
area of specialization often predisposes them to become advocates of the
viewpoints and even interests of ‘their’ countries, one would have as-
sumed that the Soviet experts on Germany were instrumental in develop-
ing, advocating, and helping to implement fundamental policy changes.
Such assumptions do not apply in the Soviet case. Almost at every stage in
the rapid evolution of events, the German experts in both party and gov-
ernment institutions remained wedded to traditional views and policies
and engaged in procrastination and delay. The second paradox relates to
the role of the power institutions in the Soviet system. The comparative
history of the rise and fall of empires knows of many examples when the
mainstays of the system actively resisted imperial devolution and decline
and deposed those at the top who either looked with equanimity at that
process or even promoted it. A revolt of Soviet ‘Young Turks’, however,
failed to occur in the Soviet Union, and the old guard staged an ineffective
coup only in August 1991, when the external empire had already disap-
peared. The two paradoxes can be linked to each other: If the germanisty
in the party and the foreign ministry had a vested interest in the continua-
tion of the conceptual and practical approaches they had developed over
several decades of policy, why did they not conspire with officials and of-
ficers in the defence ministry, the armed forces, the military-industrial
complex, and the KGB — institutions opposed to German unification and
unified Germany’s membership in NATO — to bring down the whole edi-
fice of the New Thinking and the devolution of empire? Part of the answer
provided in this chapter is the shift in decision-making authority to a small
circle of leaders and their advisers and personal assistants; an extraordi-
nary improvement in the academic institutes’ access to and involvement in
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policy-making; effective cooperation of these institutes with the top eche-
lon of the foreign ministry; and the traditional organizational culture of the
armed forces that mitigated against their taking an active role in politics.

Chapter 6 covers the period from the fall of 1989 until the fall of 1990.
The argument will be developed here that the parameters of the New
Thinking did not extend to relinquishing Soviet control over the GDR and
that Gorbachev continued to cling to the idea that it would be possible to
have the cake and eat it, too: to retain East Germany in a Soviet sphere of
influence and to improve economic cooperation with West Germany. This
notion, furthermore, would still have been in accordance with his idea of
preserving the empire and making imperial rule more humane and cost-ef-
fective. This period also reveals one of the major dynamics leading to the
collapse of empire: unintended consequences of conceptual change, the
occurrence of unplanned and unforeseen events, and loss of control. The
force of events, as will be demonstrated, began to reveal its decisive im-
pact with the dismantling of the iron curtain by Hungary in May 1990. It
continued with the exodus of East Germans in the summer. And it culmi-
nated in the unintended and, from Moscow’s perspective, unauthorized
opening of the Berlin wall on 9 November. But Soviet loss of control over
events in the GDR also combined with Gorbachev’s loss of will to main-
tain the Soviet imperial position in Central and Eastern Europe — an im-
portant fact that is evidenced most of all by his refusal in principle to use
force in order to arrest the fundamental processes of change taking place
there.

The chapter differentiates between Gorbachev’s acceptance of the reali-
ty of German unification in January 1990 and his consent to unified Ger-
many’s membership in NATO, which occurred officially at the Soviet-
West German talks in Moscow and Arkhyz in July 1990. The driving
forces behind both the passive acceptance and the more active consent
were basically the same as in the previous phase. Faits accomplis were in-
cessantly being created and ratified by the Soviet leadership. As Gor-
bachev was to acknowledge at a meeting with East German prime minister
Hans Modrow in Moscow on 30 January 1990, time was exerting an im-
pact on the process and lending dynamism to it.

Acceptance of German unification was facilitated by changes in Soviet
perceptions concerning the importance of the GDR as an economic asset
and, as Gorbachev still was to say at the Malta summit in December 1989,
its function as a ‘strategic ally’ of the Soviet Union. By that time, how-
ever, the Soviet leadership had already come to realize that both the inter-
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nal political stability and the economic and technological advances of the
GDR had been exaggerated; that, relatively, a unified Germany and the
other Western industrialized countries had more to offer to the Soviet
Union than the GDR and the Council on Mutual Economic Assistance
(CMEA); that a unified Germany would be willing and able to make a sig-
nificant contribution to the modernization of the Soviet economy; and that
for all of these reasons leaving the GDR to its fate could be reinterpreted
as a logical and consistent application of the new paradigm.

Similar observations are warranted regarding the decision on unified
Germany’s membership in NATO. The thought of the inevitability of tak-
ing this domestically highly sensitive step ripened in the minds of a top
circle of policy-makers in the period from the end of January to May
1990. The institutions that would ordinarily have been involved in prepar-
ing such a momentous decision were simply confronted with the outcome
of largely confidential deliberations. Analysis of decision-making, based
on the background provided in the preceding chapter on the institutional
setting reveals that these institutions, notably the party apparatus, includ-
ing the Central Committee’s International Department, but also the de-
fence ministry and the general staff, the KGB, and the foreign ministry bu-
reaucracy, were deliberately shunted aside. The same tactics of exclusion
governed the top decision makers’ treatment of the germanisty, the Ger-
man experts, who almost across the board either opposed or attempted to
put the brakes on German unification and, even more vehemently, on uni-
fied Germany’s membership in NATO.

The consent to unified Germany’s membership in NATO, the argument
continues in that chapter, had not only domestic but also international di-
mensions. The small circle of decision-makers around Gorbachev ulti-
mately realized that, as his foreign policy adviser put it, the West had the
better arguments.> Another lay in the absence of viable alternative options:
the Soviet Union was internationally isolated on the issue of German neu-
trality and on Gorbachev’s idea of dual membership of unified Germany in
both military alliances. There was simply no support for it in Western and
Eastern Europe, let alone from across the Atlantic. There was also concern
among the top decision-makers in Moscow that a non-aligned Germany
might one day seek access to nuclear weapons in order to safeguard its se-
curity. A contributory factor to the consent was their illusion that the War-

5 Interview with Chernyaev.
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saw Pact could be reformed and would continue to play a role in European
security. The chapter concludes with an examination of the role of econo-
mic factors in the Soviet consent to unified Germany’s membership in
NATO.

Sources of Evidence

The validity of answers to the questions set forth in the introduction de-
pends of course on the availability and effective utilization of different
sets of sources. This author adopted the following procedure for the estab-
lishment of evidence. On the most basic and conventional level, he used
treaties and agreements on Soviet foreign policy commitments and statisti-
cal data on Soviet military and economic power and potential, the strategic
and conventional military balance, and demographic and social develop-
ments in order to reconstruct objective trends and the substantive context
in which decisions were made.

In addition, four types of sources were consulted: (1) the public record,
consisting of published diplomatic correspondence, government state-
ments, memoranda and notes, documentary materials of CPSU congresses
and Central Committee meetings and speeches, and articles and interviews
by government officials and party leaders; (2) the archives of the East
German communist party — the Zentrale Parteiarchiv des Instituts fiir
Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung (Institute for the History of the Work-
ers’ Movement, Central Party Archives), now under the administration of
the German federal government; (3) interviews conducted by this author
with past Soviet government and party officials and their Western counter-
parts; and (4) the memoirs of these officials.

In order to get a reliable picture, the author checked and cross-checked
all four types of sources. Thus, the circumstances of particular Politburo
sessions and bilateral Soviet-East German and multilateral Warsaw Pact or
CMEA meetings, as reflected in the published materials and unpublished
documents, were verified in interviews with the government and party of-
ficials privy to concomitant information. Inconsistencies or contradictions
in the memoir literature were taken up with the interview partners. Espe-
cially valuable were the perspectives received in interviews with the per-
sonal assistants on foreign policy to Gorbachev, Soviet foreign minister
Eduard Shevardnadze, (West) German chancellor Helmut Kohl, and East
German prime minister Lothar de Maiziére.
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Paraphrasing Mark Twain, one might be inclined to think that there are
lies, damned lies, and archives. This adage does not, however, apply to the
SED archives. The ‘Red Prussians’, like their predecessors, faithfully
practiced Deutsche Ordnung und Griindlichkeit, decreeing that their activ-
ities be neatly recorded for posterity. Presumably not in their worst night-
mares did the Soviet and East German leaders suspect that the record of
their private conversations, secret Warsaw Pact meetings, and talks behind
closed doors of that organization’s ordinary conferences would someday
be accessible to Western scholars. Their erroneous notion about the confi-
dentiality of the talks is one of the reasons why this author assumes that
there was no deliberate attempt at falsification of the record. Another rea-
son is the importance of the Soviet connection for the survival of the
regime. The members of the SED Politburo wanted to have reports, as
complete and accurate as possible, on every nuance and shading of what
the Soviet comrades thought, said, and did. Given this circumstance, it is
difficult to imagine scribes putting gloss, negative or positive, on the Sovi-
et position in secret, confidential, or open meetings.® For further informa-
tion on sources the reader may want to refer to the Bibliographical and Bi-
ographical Note.

6 Interview with Krenz.
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Chapter 1: Theoretical and Conceptual Considerations

1. Conceptual Approaches

The term ‘empire’ is used with deliberation in this book. Obviously, this
word has no independent existence. It can encompass only the meaning
that social convention allocates to it. Unlike definitions of imperialism,
nationalism, or ideology, however, the notion of empire is less controver-
sial and the mental associations produced by it more uniform.” The word
is derived from the Latin imperium which can be rendered as ‘command’,
‘authority’, or ‘power’. Imperium Romanum thus denoted the supreme
power in Rome and the realm which it commanded. Modern theorists have
variously defined empire as ‘any successful attempt to conquer and subju-
gate peoples with the intention of ruling them for an indefinite period’;® as
relationships of ‘control imposed by some political societies over the ef-
fective sovereignty of other political societies’;? and as a state entity in
‘which one ethnic group dominates others’.!9 Empire, according to these
definitions, embodies elements of political inequality, military domination,
and economic exploitation. These features distinguish empires from feder-
ations, confederations, and alliances and explain the more pejorative and
emotionally charged ‘imperialism’ — a term that originated in nineteenth
century France to denote the grandiose foreign policy designs of Napoleon
IIT and that was used in Britain by supporters and opponents of Prime Mi-

7 The discussion of empire and imperialism draws on Ariel Cohen, ‘The End of Em-
pire: Russian Imperial Development and Decline’, Ph.D. thesis, The Fletcher
School of Law and Diplomacy, Tufts University, December 1993, pp. 12-106. This
author was thesis supervisor. The thesis was revised and published as Russian Im-
perialism: Development and Crisis (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 1996). A useful
conceptual apparatus and rich empirical data can also be found in Karen Dawisha
and Bruce Parrott, eds., The End of Empire? The Transformation of the USSR in
Comparative Perspective, Series ‘The International Politics of Eurasia’, Vol. 9
(Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1997).

John Starchey, The End of Empire (London: Victor Gollanz, 1959), p. 319.

9 Michael W. Doyle, Empires (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1986), p. 19.
10 Maxime Rodinson, as quoted in Jan P. Nederveen Pieterse, Empire and Emancipa-

tion (New York: Praecger, 1989), p. 245.
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nister Disraeli to describe his policies of global expansion.!! Taking these
definitions into consideration imperialism here will be understood as a
process or policy of establishing or maintaining an empire.!2

There is a curious anomaly, however, when it comes to the considera-
tion of the American and the Russian experience. Imperialism, at the end
of the nineteenth century, was considered primarily an activity of the
European maritime powers, the British, French, Germans, Spanish, Por-
tuguese, and Dutch, and less so of the United States or Russia. Perhaps
surprisingly, their cross-continental expansion was not labelled imperial-
ism but ‘nation building’.!? The internal structure of the state rather than
external expansion was the conceptual lens through which the American
‘manifest destiny’ and Russian ‘gathering of lands’ (sobiranie zemlei)
were viewed.!* In the American case, this lens would seem to be appropri-
ate since the massive influx of white settlers did not lead to a system of
imperial control but rather to the destruction of the social structure and
culture of the Indians and the formation of an entirely new nation state.
But the failure to call Russian cross-continental expansion by its proper
name is less comprehensible. Certainly, Czarist foreign minister Prince
Alexander Gorchakov, one of the architects of Russian imperial expan-
sion, left no doubt as to the nature of the exercise. In a circular letter in
1864, he explicitly told his European colleagues that he did not think that
the Russian imperial quest was in any way different from the mission
civilisatrice of other European powers. ‘The position of Russia in Central
Asia [and by implication in other areas subjugated by the Czars] is that of
all civilized states which are brought in contact with half-savage nomad
populations possessing no fixed social organization.’ In such cases, he ex-
plained, ‘the more civilized state is forced in the interest of the security of
its frontier to exercise a certain ascendancy over its turbulent and undesir-
able neighbours.’ 1

11 Benjamin J. Cohen, The Question of Imperialism (New York: Basic Books, 1973),
p. 10.

12 This is the definition used by Doyle, Empires, pp. 44-45.

13 Cohen, The Question of Imperialism, p. 10.

14 Andreas Kappeler points out that the scholarly literature distinguishes between a
‘classic overseas colonialism’ and an ‘internal’ form; see his ‘The Multiethnic
Empire’, in James Cracraft, ed., Major Problems in the History of Imperial Russia
(Lexington, Mass.: D.C. Heath, 1994), p. 401.

15 TIbid., pp. 410-11.
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In some respects, however, Russia’s expansion in the west, south, and
east did deviate from previous imperialist patterns. Traditionally, the
metropolis was economically, technologically, and culturally the most ad-
vanced part of the empire and was able, for this very reason, to spread its
influence and maintain control. Yet although military force loomed large
in other states” empire-building, Russia’s expansion was almost exclusive-
ly based on force rather than commercial or cultural pre-eminence. This
certainly applied to her subjugation of more advanced peoples and states,
such as Poland, Finland, the Baltic nations, the Crimean Khanate, Khiva,
and Bukhara. As Count Witte, prime minister under Czar Nikolai II, perti-
nently remarked, ‘Who created the Russian empire, transforming the semi-
Asiatic Muscovite Czardom into the most influential, most dominant,
grandest European power? Only the power of the army’s bayonet. The
world bowed not to our culture, not to our bureaucratized church, not to
our wealth and prosperity. It bowed to our might.’16

The failure to regard Russia as an empire extended into the Soviet era,
despite the fact that the Bolsheviks, after having espoused the Wilsonian
principles of self-determination, set out to restore the Russian empire. By
the end of the civil war, the territorial domain of the USSR largely co-
incided with the Russia of the Romanovs. Russians were the dominating
ethnic component in the realm. As Lenin correctly observed, one only
needed to ‘scratch a communist to find a Great Russian chauvinist’, some-
one who would advance traditional geopolitical arguments in favor of ac-
quiring warm ports on the Indian Ocean, ‘liberating’ Constantinople, stir-
ring up revolution in China and India, or who just wanted to ensure a
steady supply of Uzbek cotton for the Red Army soldiers, Azeri oil to fuel
the tank engines, or Yakut diamonds to pay for the Comintern’s revolu-
tionary activities.!”

Several factors may explain the failure conceptually to consider post-
World War I Soviet Russia as an empire. First, the vigorous campaign
waged by the Bolsheviks to undermine the British empire in the Middle
East and India deceptively made the new Soviet state appear as anti-colo-
nial and anti-imperialist. Second, the new Leninist connotation of imperi-
alism as the ‘highest stage of capitalism’ applied only to states with a spe-
cific systemic structure and, therefore, by definition not to the Soviet

16 I am indebted to Robert Legvold for this quotation but have been unable to verify
its source.
17 Cohen, ‘The End of Empire’, pp. 492-93.
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Union. Left-wing political forces in the West and revisionist theorists
adopted and disseminated this point of view. Third, European nineteenth-
century and early twentieth-century imperialism was based on nationalism
and a strong state; Soviet ideology, in contrast, rested on internationalist
principles, aimed at the establishment of a universal classless society, and
foresaw the withering away of nationalism together with the state. Finally,
the sordid business of suppression of national self-assertion and indepen-
dence, from the Baltic to the Caucasus, and from the Arctic to the Hin-
dukush and the Amur, was not accompanied by much publicity, let alone
by ‘embedded’ television crews. The Soviet armed reconquista proceeded
largely concealed from world public opinion.

The conceptual muddle was left undisturbed after World War II — de-
spite the Soviet Union’s incorporation of the Baltic States; territorial ex-
pansion in Europe and Asia; establishment of a sphere of influence in
Eastern Europe; and transformation of the country from a regional to a
world power. The USSR was largely seen as a case sui generis to which it
was inappropriate to attach the imperial label. The closest approximation
of Soviet realities to Western images of empire occurred during the Cold
War when the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe were collectively called
the ‘Soviet bloc’ and the Eastern European countries referred to as ‘satel-
lites’. But these terms became politically incorrect during the détente peri-
od of the 1970s, when Western political leaders attempted to construct a
working relationship with the Soviet Union and Western scholars persuad-
ed themselves that they were discovering tendencies of diversity, autono-
my, pluralism, and emancipation in the ‘former’ bloc.

Obviously, such terms as ‘empire’ and ‘satellites’ were regarded as
anathema by Soviet political leaders and propagandists. Even in retro-
spect, former Soviet officials have been reluctant to accept such labels.
Gorbachev, both when he occupied the highest office in the Soviet Union
and after the collapse of the country, refrained from using the two terms.
He also resented the characterization of the relationship between the Sovi-
et Union and its Eastern European dependencies as ‘colonial’. For in-
stance, when Czechoslovak President Vaclav Havel visited Moscow in
February 1990 and told Gorbachev that his people would ‘comprehend
that finally the chapter of the traditional, as it were, colonial relations has
been closed’, his host resented the epithet: ‘Once again I had to object and
ask the president not to ascribe to us a colonial [design] in our relations
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with Czechoslovakia.’!® Even in retrospect, his terminology on Soviet re-
lations with Eastern Europe has remained euphemistic and apologetic.!®

Georgi Shakhnazarov, his advisor on Eastern European affairs, adopted
a similarly equivocal and euphemistic stance on the issue. He, at least, ac-
knowledged that one could ‘consider the people’s democracies an organic
part or the periphery of a Soviet empire’. He also admitted that it was true
that ‘the social and state structures of all the countries belonging to the so-
cialist system were initially, soon after the Second World War, brought un-
der a common roof, that of one and the same Soviet system’; that the Sovi-
et Union ‘held its allies on an economic leash and, often to its own detri-
ment, supplied them with a considerable amount of oil, ore, metals, and at
times even grain’; and that the Eastern European countries were pulled in-
to military-political bloc, that their armies were equipped with Soviet
weapons, and that in the event of war they had to act together with the
armed forces of the Soviet Union under the orders of our High Command’.
But, then, he incongruously states that the term empire ‘explains little’. He
sees no difference between the position of the United States in the Western
Hemisphere and that of the Soviet Union in Eastern Europe. Furthermore,
he rejects the notion that Moscow had been able to behave in the socialist
community as it saw fit: ‘Nothing of the sort! ... Within the general princi-
ples of relations in the socialist system, there existed specific confines,
within which governments could act independently.”20

Vadim Medvedev, the former CPSU Central Committee secretary and
head of the Department for Liaison with the Communist and Workers’
Parties, in his reflections on the collapse of the Soviet empire, eschewed
the sensitive word but aptly considered the Soviet Union and the countries
of Eastern Europe a single entity, with the latter having formed the ‘outer
ring of the Soviet bloc’.2! Alexander Yakovlev, his former Politburo col-
league and Gorbachev confidant, was less inclined to mince words. To
him the ‘socialist community’ represented a ‘strange empire’, and one

18 The exchange took place over the content of a joint Soviet-Czechoslovak declara-
tion; see Mikhail Gorbachev, Zhizn’ i reformy (Moscow: Novosti, 1995), Vol. 2,
pp- 360-61.

19 For details see infra, pp. 272-73.

20 Georgi K. Shakhnazarov, Tsena svobody. Reformatsiia Gorbacheva glazami ego
pomoshchnika (Moscow: Rossika, Zevs, 1993), pp. 96-97.

21 Vadim A. Medvedev, Raspad. Kak on nazreval v ‘mirovoi sisteme sotsializma’
(Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia, 1994), p. 3.
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where, although every leader played his own game and no one derived any
special gains from cooperation with the Soviet Union, ‘no one could have
even dreamt about the servility of the vassals’.?? Along the same lines, Vi-
taly Zhurkin, director of the Institute on Europe, deplored in a discussion
at the Central Committee’s Commission on International Policy in June
1990 the ‘amazing (udivitel 'nyi) empire that we created’ in Eastern Euro-
pe — a zone of economic inefficiencies and one where ‘resentment and
even hatred toward the Soviet Union could grow’.23

If, then, it is analytically useful to treat the Soviet Union as an empire
subject to pressures and processes similar to those that affected empires in
the past, what are some of the major conceptual approaches that may help
us understand both the general and the specific features of the Soviet ex-
perience? Four major theoretical approaches can be distinguished. They
can be called the metrocentric, the pericentric, the international systemic,
and the transnational orientation.

2. Metrocentric Approaches

The first orientation can essentially be subdivided into three schools — (1)
the radical liberal school, with John A. Hobson as the main proponent; (2)
the Marxist school, which includes Rosa Luxemburg, Rudolf Hilferding,
and Lenin as the founding theorists, and neo-Marxist authors, such as Paul
Baran, Henry Brailsford, Michael Barratt Brown, Victor Kiernan, Harold
Laski, John Starchey, and Paul Sweezy; and (3) a political and sociologi-
cal approach, with Austrian political economist Joseph Schumpeter as the
founding father, which emphasizes expansionist inclinations of anti-demo-
cratic, militarist elites.24

22 Alexander N. Yakovlev, Gor’kaia chasha: Bolshevism i reformatsiia v Rossii
(Yaroslavl: Verkhnye-volzhskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo, 1994), p. 191.

23 ‘Peremeny v Tsentral’noi i Vostochnoi Evorope. S zasedaniia Komissii TsK KPSS
po voprosam mezhdunarodnoi politiki 15 iiunia 1990 g.’, Izvestiia Tsk KPSS, No.
10 (October 1990), pp. 107-8. Apparently for reasons of what then was still con-
sidered to be politically correct, the editors of the journal chose to put Zhurkin’s
‘empire’ in quotation marks.

24 For a critique of neo-Marxist theories of imperialism see Hannes Adomeit, ‘Neo-
Marxist Theories of Imperialism: Clarification or Confusion of a Concept in Inter-
national Relations’, Co-existence, Vol. 12, No. 2 (October 1975), pp. 126-48.
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Hobson was the first to treat imperialism as a disposition of metropoli-
tan society to extend its rule. He was also the first to connect imperialism
and capitalism, disregarding all available evidence that there existed em-
pires based on slave and feudal social organization, and there was at least
a theoretical possibility that there would be empires under a different form
of societal formation than capitalism. Taking Britain as a point of depar-
ture, Hobson portrayed imperialism as the result of forces emanating from
its centre. Special interests, led by financiers, encouraged an expansionist
foreign policy designed to promote the needs of capitalist investors for in-
vestment outlets. These interests succeeded in manipulating the metropoli-
tan politics of parliamentary Britain through their influence over the press
and educational institutions, which provided them with imperialistic pro-
paganda.?

Lenin’s ‘territorial division of the world” broadened Hobson’s concept
of formal territorial annexation to include the exercise of controlling influ-
ence by economic means — one of the modes of so-called ‘informal impe-
rialism’. For Lenin, imperialism was not only the product of high finance.
It was capitalism in its final, monopolistic stage driven to search for over-
seas profits, raw materials, and markets.2¢ Thus, the connection between
capitalism and imperialism was both consistent and central for ‘mature’
capitalist states. ‘The necessity for exporting capital’, he argued, ‘arises
from the fact that in a few countries capitalism has become “over-ripe”
and ... capital cannot find “profitable” investment.’2” Imperialism, there-
fore, was not amenable to reform. It is for this very reason that Lenin at-
tacked the ‘revisionist renegade’ Karl Kautsky for arguing that ‘the urge
of present-day states to expand ... can best be promoted, not by the violent
means of imperialism, but by peaceful democracy’.28

Schumpeter rejected the Marxist approach. ‘It is not true’, he countered,
‘that the capitalist system as such must collapse because of immanent ne-
cessity, that it necessarily makes its continued existence impossible by its

25 Doyle, Empires, p. 20; summary by Cohen, ‘The End of Empire’, p. 15.

26 This was authoritatively stated by V. I. Lenin in his Imperialism: The Highest
Stage of Capitalism (New York: International Publishers, 1939, new. ed.: 1969).

27 1Ibid., p. 63.

28 Karl Kautsky, Nationalstaat, imperialistischer Staat und Staatenbund (Niirnberg,
1915), pp. 70 and 72, as quoted by Lenin, Imperialism, p. 112.

39

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 1: Theoretical and Conceptual Considerations

own growth and development.’?® To him, capitalism and imperialism were
not only unrelated but antithetical to each other. He defined imperialism as
the objectless disposition of a state to unlimited forcible expansion. This
phenomenon originated in atavistic, militaristic institutions, such as the
‘war machine’ of ancient Egypt, and similarly aggressive political systems
with a dominant social and economic position enjoyed by undemocratic
elites and the armed forces. Modern capitalism’s only link to these aggres-
sive forces of imperialism lay in the deformation imposed by the war ma-
chines of the absolutist monarchies of seventeenth and eighteenth century
Europe. Their monopoly position in the economy was benefitted by the
use of military force abroad. Force, in the perception of the elites, could
‘serve to break down foreign customs barriers’; they ‘can use cheap native
labour without its ceasing to be cheap; they can market their products,
even in the colonies, at monopoly prices; they can, finally, invest capital
that would only depress the profit rate at home’.30

The Dutch scholar Jan P. Nederveen Pieterse also rejects the Marxist
idea of economic determinism underlying imperialism. To him war and
the ‘bloodstained fetish of empire’ are not simply expressions of economic
dynamics but ‘primarily political phenomena, a manifestation of political
will’. Economic theories of imperialism, while elucidating many pertinent
dynamics, at the same time conceal a more important logic in the course
of affairs. They failed ‘to address the question of power, which lies with
the will to power, especially the will to power of strata who feel insecure
in their status. By failing to see power clearly in the past, this perspective
clouds the future.’3!

Consideration of the rise and fall of the Soviet empire makes it neces-
sary to focus not only on developments in the imperial centre, the inner
ring of empire, but also in the outer rings. Historians and political scien-
tists have provided some conceptual and comparative approaches which
are applicable here.

29 Joseph A. Schumpeter, Imperialism and Social Classes, transl. Heinz Norden, ed.
and with an introduction by Paul M. Sweezy (New York: Augustus M. Kelley,
1951), p. 108.

30 Ibid., pp. 109.

31 Nederveen Pieterse, Empire and Emancipation, p. 216.
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3. Pericentric Approaches

Following the summary of Cohen, as a reaction to the prevailing views of
the metrocentrists, British historian John Gallagher, along with a number
of students and colleagues, such as Ronald Robinson and Anil Seal, de-
veloped a theory of imperialism primarily concerned with events in the
imperial periphery.3? This approach is conceptually useful in its assertion
that empires typically collapse as a result of decay at the centre, severe
difficulties of control at the periphery, or a combination of both. Prior to
the writings of the pericentrists, empire had been analyzed as if rulers had
no subjects and as if Europe’s pursuit of profit and power had taken place
in a world in which external forces did not exist.3* The pericentrists, in
contrast, proceed from the assumption that ‘global power, carried by a rul-
ing nation, cannot in the long run be supported solely by the people of that
nation ... In its relations with other peoples such a power must satisfy them
and give them an interest in the continuance and stability of the whole’.3*
They regard expansion as a set of ‘unequal bargains’ between metropoli-
tan agents, sometimes with little support from the centre, and their indige-
nous allies and opponents, concerned with defending or improving their
position inside their own societies.>> Such concerns obviously provided
the centre with levers of influence in accordance with the time-honoured
Roman imperial principle of divide et impera.

A distinction can thus be drawn between formal and informal empire.
The former applies to peoples and nations that are integrated fully into the
political and legal system of the imperial state, typically with career op-
portunities for them in the central administration, with only the lower lev-
els of the imperial bureaucracy manned by locals of the periphery. The lat-
ter pertains to those dependent and penetrated societies which retain vary-
ing degrees of autonomy and where ‘the governance of extensive districts
of the colony is entrusted to members of the native elite under the supervi-

32 J. A. Gallagher and R. E. Robinson, ‘The Imperialism of Free Trade’, Economic
History Review, 2nd Ser., Vol. 4 (1953), pp. 1-15; summary by Cohen, ‘The End of
Empire’, pp. 75-76.

33 Anil Seal, Preface to John A. Gallagher, The Decline, Revival and Fall of the
British Empire (London: Cambridge University Press, 1973), p. viii; quoted by
Cohen, ‘The End of Empire’, p. 75.

34 G. Modelski, quoted in Geoffrey Parker, The Geopolitics of Domination (London
and New York: Routledge, 1988), p. 6.

35 Cohen, ‘The End of Empire’, p. 76.
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sion of imperial governors’.3% In accordance with this classification, the
first ring or inner core of Soviet empire can be understood to be the formal
empire, while the second and third rings — Eastern Europe first and fore-
most, but also the dependent states, proxies, and allies outside the Warsaw
Pact scattered around the globe from Angola to Mongolia, and from Cuba
to Vietnam, can be regarded as forming the informal empire.

It can be argued that the more geographically expansive the imperial
realm, the more important the levers of informal and indirect control
wielded by the centre. One of the major reasons for this lies in the fact
that, with the help of cooperative local elites, the direct use of military
force can be avoided. Another potential benefit of informal control is the
limitation of risk through proxies. In the Soviet empire, East Germany
played such a role vis-a-vis the Western allies in and on the access routes
to Berlin; Cuba in Central America, Angola, Mozambique, and Ethiopia;
and Vietnam in Southeast Asia. ‘Sub-imperialisms’ are able to develop on
the basis of indirect rule. This can be another bonus of informal empire
but also potentially a threat since the power of the subordinate entity
might turn into a challenge to central influence and control.

Some of the most important factors in the demise of empires are nation-
alism and tendencies of emancipation. Marxists have been notorious for
underestimating this important force of history, assuming that ‘objective’
class forces rather than ‘subjective’ factors such as nationalism propelled
world events. Indeed, it was the quest for national emancipation that seri-
ously shook the colonial system of the European powers after World War I
and II, and finally, in the late 1950s and the 1960s, destroyed it. Willem
Wertheim is thus correct in arguing that emancipation is ‘a decisive force
in both revolution and evolution, and has to be incorporated from the out-
set as a basic element, instead of being viewed as a force alien to social
reality’.3” Nederveen Pieterse specifies this general observation by stating
that the determining forces in the development and decline of empire were
not Dialectical Materialism and Historical Materialism a la Marx, Engels,
and Lenin, but the dialectics of ‘domination and liberation’ and of ‘empire

36 Doyle, Empires, p. 38.

37 Willem F. Wertheim, Evolution and Revolution: The Rising Waves of Emancipa-
tion (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1974), p. 86, as quoted by Nederveen Pieterse,
Empire and Emancipation, p. 83.
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and emancipation’.3® He also discovered an important dialectic relation-
ship between nationalism and imperialism.

Imperialism creates nations: It naturally highlights the international domain
and interstate conflict, and compels resistance to take on a similar form, the
form of the nation-state, to act as its counterpart in the arena it has created. If
empire building in its earlier stages is actually nation building, empire in its
later stages is still building nations: in the process of emancipation from em-
pire by means of defensive assimilation.>

The Soviet leaders from Lenin to Gorbachev were to varying degrees con-
scious of the significance of nationalism. But for the most part they re-
garded it merely as ‘remnants of the past’ (perezhitki proshlogo) that
would, with their assistance, be relegated to the ‘rubbish bin of history’.
To that extent, the Bolshevik leaders hardly differed from Prince Gor-
chakov and his conviction that the blessings of progressive ideas and a
more advanced social system had to be brought to backward societies. As
shrewd political leaders, however, both Lenin and Stalin knew that the
remnants of the past were forces to be taken seriously and could be ex-
ploited for the consolidation of power. Thus, within days of assuming
power, the Bolshevik government issued a Declaration of Rights of the na-
tional minorities. Without qualification, it affirmed that every nation had
the right to self-determination up to and including secession. The mistaken
belief of many of the nationalities that their fate would be better placed
with the Reds than the Whites in the civil war following the Bolshevik
revolution, helped decide the outcome of the war. Yet the slogan of ‘self-
determination’ not only failed to persuade the nationalities to become
more than temporary allies against the Whites and to support the Bolshe-
vik regime unconditionally but gave them the legitimate excuse to go their
own way. Wilsonian principles of self-determination, therefore, gave way
to ‘proletarian self-determination’. On its basis, the leaders in Petrograd
dispatched pro-Bolshevik armies to topple newly formed nationalist
regimes at Russia’s periphery. Although the attempt to restore Russian
control over Finland and the Baltic states failed, it was successful in
Ukraine, Belorussia, Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia as well as in Cen-
tral Asia.*0 As a consequence, the nationalist movements of the regions of

38 Nederveen Pieterse, Empire and Emancipation, pp. xiv-xv, 353-81.

39 Ibid., p. 359.

40 See Richard Pipes, Russia under the Bolshevik Regime (New York: Random
House, 1995), the chapter entitled ‘The Red Empire’, esp. pp. 149, 151.
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Eurasia incorporated into the Soviet Union were suppressed. Their aspira-
tions, however, were only subdued rather than eradicated.

Nationalism and the forces of national emancipation also played a sig-
nificant role after World War Il in the establishment of the Soviet empire
in Eastern Europe. Two major problems affected Soviet control. One was
the unwillingness of the Eastern European nations to reconcile themselves
with their dependent status and their resulting desire to emancipate them-
selves from Soviet rule. The other is the geographical extension of the
problem noted above in the context of the Czarist empire: the subjugation
of nations politically and economically more advanced than the core na-
tion of the empire. The consequences became visible, from the Soviet per-
spective, in the relatively benign phenomenon of ‘national communism’ in
Eastern Europe. But it also manifested itself in the more dangerous popu-
lar revolts in East Germany in 1953, Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in
1968, and the unrest in Poland in 1956, 1970, 1976, and 1980-81.

Such events serve to clarify that what was at issue in Soviet-East Euro-
pean relations was not a matter of ‘involuntary imperialism’ or ‘auto-colo-
nization’ — at least not on the societal level. As Karen Dawisha has argued,
the ruling elites in Eastern Europe adopted a pro-Soviet stance in order to
receive Soviet security assistance that would keep them in power. They
continued to do so and sought to maintain their colonial status even as the
impulse for empire was receding under Gorbachev.*! However, in larger
perspective, neither was the establishment of the Soviet empire in Eastern
Europe involuntary nor did society there ask to be subjugated. The rela-
tionship between the centre and the periphery in this case essentially fol-
lowed an all-too familiar imperial story. The regimes put in place by the
outside power proved to be exceedingly unpopular. This forced the imperi-
al centre recurrently to embark on rescue operations.

The consequences of the extension of Soviet control to Eastern Europe
were not always properly recognized. George Kennan, American diplo-
mat, scholar, and author of the influential ‘Mr. X article published in For-
eign Affairs in July 1947. In retrospect, he admitted that ‘a serious defi-
ciency of the article was the failure to mention the satellite area of Eastern
Europe — the failure to discuss Soviet power ... in terms of its involvement

41 Karen Dawisha, ‘Constructing and Deconstructing Empire’, in Dawisha and Par-
rott, eds., End of Empire?, p. 344.
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in this area’.*? The attentive reader, Kennan regretted, had every reason to
believe that ‘I was talking only about Russia proper’ and that the weak-
nesses of the Soviet system to which he was drawing attention ‘were ones
that had their existence only within the national boundaries of the Soviet
state’. He would have been able to present a far stronger argument about
the tenuous nature of Soviet rule, he concluded, if he had added the ‘em-
barrassments of imperialism which the Soviet leaders have taken upon
themselves with their conquest of Eastern Europe’ and the ‘unlikelihood
that Moscow would be permanently successful in holding that great area
in subjection’.43

East Germany and the unresolved problem of a separate East German
identity turned out to be one of the reasons why Kennan was right in that
Moscow would be unsuccessful in holding on to its extended western
glacis. Indeed, from the very beginning of the post-war era, the division of
Germany and thereby the potential resurgence of German nationalism
were central to Moscow’s problem of managing the new bipolar security
order and the Soviet Union’s European empire.

Concerning this issue, Stalin was not blinded by ideology but demon-
strated political realism. He furthermore exhibited a great degree of scepti-
cism, even cynicism, about the prospect of communist revolution without
the direct support of Soviet power. This was amply demonstrated when he
told visiting Yugoslav communist Milovan Djilas that in Germany ‘you
cannot have a revolution because you have to step on the lawn’;* when he
commented dryly on a pre-1941 Soviet war film featuring rebellious ele-
ments of the German proletariat disrupting the rear that ‘the German pro-
letariat did not rebel’;* and when he told Polish leader Mikolajczyk that
communism fitted Germany ‘as the saddle a cow’.*¢ He appears to have
recognized German nationalism as a strong force that had to be taken into
consideration in any post-war European security structure.*’

42 George F. Kennan, Memoirs: 1925-1950 (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., 1967), p.
357 (italics in the original).

43 Ibid.

44 Milovan Djilas, Conversations with Stalin, transl. Michael B. Petrovich (New
York: Harcourt Brace & World, 1962), p. 79.

45 Tbid., p. 103.

46 Charles Bohlen in a seminar session, Columbia University, 19 March 1970.

47 For evidence see Hannes Adomeit, Soviet Risk Taking and Crisis Behavior: A The-
oretical and Empirical Analysis (London: Allen & Unwin, 1982), esp. pp. 129-31.
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The realization of the ‘costs of empire’ associated with the processes of
national emancipation in Eastern Europe and the unresolved German prob-
lem surfaced periodically in the deliberations of Soviet leaders. Several
times, latent crises turned acute. However, after the building of the Berlin
wall in 1961, awareness of the problem in Moscow was to wane and was
to preoccupy the Soviet leadership in a major way only under Gorbachev.

4. International Systemic and Structural Approaches

Yet another explanation of imperialism focuses on the international sys-
tem. One such approach, as developed originally by Morton Kaplan, is
based on the assumption that basic structural features of the system, and
the distribution of power within it, determine the behaviour of states and
create strong pressures for states to act in certain ways in order to safe-
guard vital interests. Furthermore, the system would allow the analyst to
detect and predict patterns of behaviour.*® However, as critics have point-
ed out, Kaplan weakened his argument by asserting that changes of the
system occurred as a result of processes within states. The fundamental
dynamics of international politics, they have charged, thus remained un-
clear. It left unanswered the central question as to whether the internation-
al system shaped the behaviour of states or, conversely, whether the inter-
nal make-up of the states determined the structure of the international sys-
tem. Since Kaplan had made both assertions, the critics have maintained,
‘the logic of his analysis, and hence its capacity for forecasting, was ques-
tionable’.4

In an attempt to rescue structural theory, Kenneth Waltz has drawn a
sharp distinction between what he calls the ‘systems level” and the ‘unit
level” of analysis, stressing the tight limits set on state action by the inter-
national system.3% Such limits certainly existed in many areas of the politi-

48 Basic for this approach is Morton A. Kaplan, System and Process and Internation-
al Politics (New York: John Wiley, 1957), pp. xvii-xviii; see also Kaplan, ‘Sys-
tems Theory and Political Science’, Social Research, Vol. 35, No. 1 (Spring 1968),
pp- 30-47.

49 John Lewis Gaddis, ‘International Relations Theory and the End of the Cold War’,
International Security, Vol. 17, No. 3 (Winter 1992/93), p. 31.

50 Kenneth W. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Random House,
1979), pp. 97-98, as summarized by Gaddis, ‘International Relations Theory’, p.
31.

46

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

4. International Systemic and Structural Approaches

cal and military competition between the superpowers. However, there is
no particular reason why two superpowers should have been locked in in-
tense struggle had it not been for a specific conception of struggle shared
by both of them. As for the United States with its pluralist and democratic
structure, it can hardly be said that it was inherently prone to define itself
as part of an uncompromising, ‘antagonist’ world. It was only through the
definition imposed by the Soviet Union, that of international relations as
an ‘historically inevitable’ struggle between ‘two opposed socio-economic
systems’ that the United States also came to perceive the conflict in antag-
onist terms. But any major alteration of such a definition in Moscow
would cause both the functioning and the basic structure of the bipolar
system to change. This was shown conclusively in the second half of the
1980s, when the introduction of perestroika, glasnost, and the New Think-
ing fundamentally altered international politics. A separation of the inter-
national system and the state actors, therefore, is not very helpful.

Jack Snyder, in his Myths of Empire, is conscious of the inextricable
links between (1) the international system, (2) perceptions, and (3) the do-
mestic politics of states.’! In an attempt to come to grips with the origins
and processes of imperialism in comparative perspective, he tests various
hypotheses about these interrelationships in five states: Germany, Japan,
Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United States. In the process, he distin-
guishes three theories which, in his opinion, can serve to explain imperial
expansion and overexpansion of great powers.

Concerning the first, the international systemic dimension, Snyder tests
in particular the theories of the Realist school, according to which expan-
sion is a rational response to international anarchy and the best means of
achieving security. Realism, as he explains, imputes to imperial statesmen
and strategists the idea that conquest increases power by adding human
and material resources that can be used in the competition with other great
powers. Conversely, these actors have thought that losses at the empire’s
periphery could lead to collapse of power in the imperial core. Further-
more, they have maintained that ‘the best defence is a good offense’. In
this view, cumulative gains in the imperial periphery can be reaped
through assertiveness and aggressive action, the establishment of a strate-
gic glacis and the creation of buffers, denying the adversary territory and

51 Jack Snyder, Myths of Empire: Domestic Politics and International Ambition
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1991).
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manpower, and allowing a cheap defence of empire, whereas defending
closer to home would be more costly. Expansion and aggression occur
whenever a state’s power in the international system is expected to de-
cline. Preventive action then seems required in order to forestall such a de-
velopment. Finally, as he writes, political leaders in the Realist perspective
have acted in accordance with the idea that threats make other states com-
pliant. This belief often implied a contradictory image of the opponent as
posing an immense security threat but at the same time as being too weak
or irresolute to counter remedial measures adopted by the adversary.>2
Snyder calls the idea of expansion as a rational response to international
anarchy and allegedly the best means of achieving security the ‘central
myth’ of empire but also the ‘major force propelling every case of overex-
pansion by the industrialized great powers’.>3 He sees the tendency toward
overextension and overstretch as correlated with each state’s position in
the international system. Germany and Japan, in this view, were the least
buffered from the dangers of international anarchy due to their size, geo-
graphical location, and resource endowments. They, consequently, had the
most to gain by attempting to expand to a position of economic and mili-
tary self-sufficiency. Furthermore, changes in a state’s international power
position over time correlated with the inclination to overexpand, as shown
by German and Japanese policies in the 1930s. As for the post-war period
and the Soviet Union, he concludes, the period of Moscow’s most militant
expansion ‘coincided with the time of fluid global power relations in Eu-
rope; the rise of revolutionary movements in Asia; and significant fluctua-
tions in the nuclear balance’. This ‘created an environment that spurred
domino fears and worries [in Moscow] about windows of vulnerability’.>*
His second explanation of imperial expansion and overstretch is cogni-
tive. It addresses the problem of whether imperial myths are predicated
upon genuine belief or are mere instruments of policy. Since information
for rational decision-making is incomplete, political actors store what they
have learned in simplified, structured form. These actors often tended to
see current and future events as a rerun of formative experiences in their
political career. For instance, ‘when a whole generation undergoes the
same formative experiences, such as the lessons of Munich, the strategic

52 Tbid., pp. 1-18.

53 Ibid., p. 1.

54 1Ibid., pp. 306-307. The same was true for the United States in this period, he ar-
gues.
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policy of the whole state is likely to be affected for many years’.>® Yet
based of the results of his case studies, he casts doubt on the value of cog-
nitive explanations for imperialist policies. He holds that ‘beliefs and
‘lessons’ correlate more strongly with personal and institutional interests
than with formative experience.>

As for the third — the domestic political — explanation, Snyder sees im-
perialist expansion as based on parochial interests and emanating from po-
litical coalitions, typically including important segments of the military,
the military-industrial complex, economic groups seeking to profit from
autarky and arms production, and government bureaucracies that stand to
gain from aggressive external policies. The theory of domestic coalition
politics, he writes, passed both cross sectional and time series tests. In
what can be considered a common sense conclusion not necessarily re-
quiring rigorous testing, he concludes: ‘Cartelized political systems like
Germany and Japan were the most recklessly overexpansionist; democrat-
ic systems and systems ruled by unitary oligarchies were less so.’%7

Snyder’s ‘scientific’ inquiry has both strengths and weaknesses. On the
international systemic dimension, useful for analysis here is his observa-
tion that ‘the strategy of gaining security through expansion is rarely ef-
fective because the ideas underlying it contradict two of the most powerful
regularities in international politics: the balance of power and the rising
costs of expansion’.>® Indeed, in balance-of-power systems, individual
states tend to form coalitions in order to counteract power imbalances cre-
ated by revisionist states. As will be demonstrated infra, similar dynamics
applied to the post-World War II bipolar system where both coalitions
aimed at military preponderance. However, one of the weaknesses of Sny-
der’s examination is the fact that he draws no clear-cut distinction between
expansion and ‘overexpansion’; the terms are used interchangeably. But
surely there is a major difference. Imperial expansion, where benefits out-
weigh costs, will frequently command widespread domestic support and
pose relatively mild analytical and political problems. Imperial ‘overex-
pansion’, where costs exceed benefits, is more difficult to explain. It raises
the question as to when, in the opinion of the analyst, political leaders and

55 Ibid., pp. 27-28.
56 Ibid., p. 30.

57 Ibid., p. 308.
58 Ibid., p. 6.
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citizens, the advantages of empire turn into liabilities — a difficult question
to answer and one that Snyder fails to address.

From practical political perspectives, this distinction is important. As
noted in the Preface, Putin’s policies on post-Soviet space can be called
imperial or neo-imperial, and they are costly. The brilliantly executed an-
nexation of Crimea and the national euphoria that accompanied it compen-
sated for the evident erosion of legitimacy of the ‘Putin system’, as evi-
dent for instance in the large-scale demonstrations in December 2011 and
March 2011 for a ‘Russia without Putin’. In Russian public opinion, the
costs of the Crimean operation in terms of public expenditure were and are
low, and in human lives non-existent, but the perceived benefits huge.
However, the proportion of people personally willing to pay for the inte-
gration of Crimea is low and even much lower is support for any military
involvement of the country in eastern Ukraine.>®

Another weakness in the analysis of the international systemic dimen-
sion is Snyder’s assertion that imperial expansion is likely to occur when-
ever a state’s power is perceived to decline. In international politics,
whether an actor in decline will become more militant and aggressive de-
pends on many factors, including perceived opportunities and risks. For
instance, the more assertive Soviet foreign policy after the war in the late
1940s was not only the result of Moscow’s security concerns and fears
about falling dominos but also because opportunities existed for weaken-
ing the American position in Europe, undermining the Western colonial
system in Asia, exploiting the communist victory in China, and reaping
diplomatic capital from the first explosion of a nuclear device. Similarly,
the findings about a power responding with assertiveness and aggression
to perceived shifts in the ‘correlation of forces’ in favor of the adversary
are at odds with the course of events in the mid-1980s. In that period, the
international power position of the Soviet Union had indeed declined, but

59 See, for instance,the results of public opionion surveys by the independent Levada
polling organisation, ‘Prisoedinenie-kryma-k-rossii’, Levada.ru, 2 September
2014, <http://www.levada.ru/print/02-09-2014/prisoedinenie-kryma-k-rossii> and
by the state-owned All-Union Center for the Study of Public Opinion (VTSIOM),
“Two Thirds of Russians against Sending Troops to Ukraine — Poll,” /tar.tass.com,
29 July 2014, <http://en.itar-tass.com/russia/742703> and Wciom.ru, 5 February
2015, <http://wciom.ru/index.php?id=459&uid=115137>. For an analysis of such
results see Maria Snegovaya, ‘Domestic Costs Are Rising for Mr. Putin’, The
American Interest, 19 Februar 2015, <http:/www.the-american-interest.com/
2015/02/19/domestic-costs-are-rising-for-mr-putin/>.
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the Soviet leadership under Gorbachev responded by pursuing conciliato-
ry policies and embarking on a reduction rather than an expansion of im-
perial commitments.

Equally unsatisfactory are some of the Snyder’s assertions concerning
the second dimension of analysis: the cognitive explanations and their rel-
evance in international politics. In fact, the book harbours a major unre-
solved contradiction. On the one hand, it denigrates the importance of be-
liefs and ideas as ‘ex post facto justifications for policy and elements of a
strategic ideology” and ‘rationalizations’.%® On the other hand, it sees vari-
ous ‘myths of empire’, that is, erroneous ideas, beliefs, and images as ly-
ing at the root of overexpansion by great powers. He concludes that beliefs
correlate more strongly with personal and institutional interests than with
formative experience. However, to posit congruence between images and
interests is denying the possibility that political leaders may free them-
selves from established beliefs, images, and lessons, and construct and an
entirely cognitive map and new operational principles. The evolution of
the New Thinking in the Gorbachev era, as will be demonstrated, is an ex-
ample of just such conceptual revision.

Domestic coalition politics is the third and most important explanatory
variable in the author’s research design. Unfortunately, the findings under
this heading are so complex and contradictory as to be almost meaning-
less. Snyder discerns the dissolution of the ‘more cartelized’ domestic
structure of the Soviet Union in the period between 1953 and 1985 and
thereafter, in the Gorbachev era, the emergence of a ‘more unitary’ and
‘more democratic’ system that produced more ‘moderate’ outcomes.®! But
was the Soviet Union under Gorbachev really more ‘unitary’ than under
Brezhnev? Assuming that it was, the author generalizes that ‘if strong car-
tels face a situation of weakly institutionalized democracy and truncated
debate, ... then increasing mass participation will exacerbate the cartel’s
inclination towards overexpansion’.%? That generalization does sound very
erudite but is it applicable to the real world? Not really. Conditions of
weak democracy and increasing mass participation did apply in the Gor-
bachev era but the policies of overexpansion were ended rather than con-
tinued, let alone reinforced.

60 Snyder, Myths of Empire, pp. 306, 308.
61 Ibid., p. 311.
62 Ibid., p. 310.
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Almost as an afterthought, and briefly mentioned in the discussion of
domestic politics, Snyder makes a final point: ‘Simple logrolling does not
explain most of these [five] cases without resort to ideology. In some cases
ideology was so integral to the political process that it played a central role
in determining what the individual “interest groups” wanted.’®3 This find-
ing raises an interesting as well as fundamental question. Earlier, cognition
was declared only marginally significant. But who is to say with precision
what part of ideology is genuine and cognitive, what part constitutes for-
malized perception and dogma, and what part is instrumental? This is a
complex but crucial problem for the analysis of each and every major So-
viet foreign policy decision that cannot simply be swept under the analyti-
cal rug. Ultimately, the reader is left wondering what really is more impor-
tant for imperial expansion and overstretch: interests or ideology?

Imperial expansion and overstretch are also at issue in studies by
Charles Kupchan and Paul Kennedy. In The Vulnerability of Empire,
Kupchan asks why imperial powers often engage in self-defeating be-
haviour.%* Such behaviour, in his view, occurs in response to perceived ex-
ternal threats and is characterized either by overly competitive behaviour,
which tends to lead to ‘overextension’, or by overly cooperative be-
haviour, which results in ‘strategic exposure’.> He focuses on selected
historical periods in which the United States, Germany, France, and Great
Britain engaged, in response to shifts in the international distribution of
power, in behaviour that tended to erode their strategic position.
Metropolitan vulnerability, he writes, not only results from shifts in the
global distribution of power but also from previous elite efforts to enlist
public support for imperial policies. That support later constrains the elites
from readjusting when the international political landscape changes. Like
Snyder’s approach, however, Kupchan’s study is of limited utility for the
study of the Soviet empire. Elite perceptions of vulnerability are only one
part of the explanation of Soviet overextension under Brezhnev and coop-
erative behaviour under Gorbachev. To arrive at a fuller more accurate un-
derstanding of both imperial expansion and contraction in the Soviet case,
many more factors need to be taken into consideration.

63 1Ibid., p. 314.

64 Charles A. Kupchan, The Vulnerability of Empire (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1994).

65 Ibid., p. 14.
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Kennedy’s The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers is more relevant to
the issues discussed in this book.® He argues that the relative strengths of
the leading nations in world affairs never remain constant, principally be-
cause of the uneven rate of growth among different societies and techno-
logical and organizational breakthroughs which bring greater advantage to
one society than to others. Once their productive capacity is enhanced,
they find it easier to sustain the burdens of paying for large-scale armies
and fleets. It may sound crudely mercantilistic, he continues, but wealth is
usually needed to underpin military power, and military power is needed
to acquire and protect wealth. If, however, too large a proportion of the
state’s resources is diverted from the creation of wealth and allocated in-
stead to military purposes, then this is likely over the longer term to lead
to a weakening of national power. In the same way, if a state overextends
itself strategically — by, say, the conquest of extensive territories or the
waging of costly wars — it runs the risk that the potential benefits from ex-
ternal expansion may be outweighed by the expense of this endeavour. He
considers this a dilemma which becomes acute if the nation concerned has
entered a period of relative economic decline.57

Kennedy’s analysis of the great powers’ resource allocation dilemma —
how much to allocate to ‘guns’ or to ‘butter’, to ‘profit’ or to ‘power’ —
could have been discussed above under metrocentric approaches. How-
ever, it also fits into the present framework since Kennedy is interested in
the consequences of the state’s resource allocation policies for its interna-
tional power position and policies. He applies this interest to the bipolar
system of the post-war era and the competition between the superpowers
until the mid-1980s and concludes that the process of a ‘nation overex-
tending itself, geographically and strategically’ and ‘leaving less for pro-
ductive investment’ with its ‘economic output slowing down ... and dire
implications for its long-term capacity to maintain both its citizens’ con-
sumption demands and its international position ...was happening in the
case of the USSR, the United States, and Britain’.%® In retrospect, as with
many a good book, there is some doubt as to whether its conclusions and
predictions correctly reflected current realities. Certainly, it failed to pre-
dict future events. Leaving aside the issue of American economic and mil-

66 Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and
Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000 (New York: Random House, 1987).

67 Ibid., pp. Xv-xVi.

68 Ibid., p. 539.
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itary power and the United States’ role in world affairs, the book correctly
reconstructed what Sovietologists in their analyses of the Soviet Union
then diagnosed as the dilemma of internal decline and external expansion,
and a widening gap between a deteriorating economic base and rising mil-
itary capabilities. This they called the ‘paradox of superpower’, describing
the Soviet Union as a ‘military giant but economic dwarf” or ‘giant on
clay feet’.%® West German Chancellor Helmut Schmidt even referred to the
Soviet Union as an ‘Upper Volta with nuclear weapons.’’® Yet, Kennedy
thought that this ‘does not mean that the USSR is close to collapse’ and
considered it ‘highly unlikely that even an energetic regime in Moscow
would either abandon “scientific socialism” in order to boost the economy
or drastically cut the burdens of defence expenditures and thereby affect
the military core of the Soviet state’. The implications of this for the West
were unpalatable since there was ‘nothing in the character or tradition of
the Russian state to suggest that it could ever accept imperial decline
gracefully’.

Indeed, historically none of the overextended, multinational empires — the Ot-
toman, the Spanish, the Napoleonic, the British — ever retreated to their own
ethnic base until they had been defeated in a Great Power war, or (as with
Britain after 1945) were so weakened that an imperial withdrawal was politi-
cally unavoidable.”!

Whereas Kennedy’s main proposition concerning the onset of the decline
of empires is entirely useful and also applicable to the Soviet Union, none
of his predictions about the reactions of the Soviet leadership turned out to
be accurate. Gorbachev, already in office for two years when the book ap-

69 Some of the best examples is Seweryn Bialer, The Soviet Paradox: External Ex-
pansion, Internal Decline (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1986) and Paul Dibb, The
Incomplete Superpower (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Press, 1988); see also
Hannes Adomeit, ‘Soviet Foreign Policy: The Internal Mechanism of External Ex-
pansion’, in id. and Robert Boardman, eds., Foreign Policy Making in Communist
Countries: A Comparative Approach (Farnborough: Saxon House, 1979), pp.
15-48. Pointing to the widening gap between economic and military power in the
period from the late 1970s until the mid-1980s, as Arnold Horelick noted, was ‘al-
most becoming a cliché among Western Sovietologists’; see his ‘External Implica-
tions of Soviet Internal Development’, in Uwe Nerlich and James A. Thomson,
eds., The Soviet Problem in American-German Relations (New York: Crane, Rus-
sak, 1985), pp. 123-51.

70 In several semi-official speeches and privately.

71 Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, pp. 513-14.
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peared, embarked on an attempt at fundamentally realigning the relation-
ship between economic and military power. It drastically reduced its impe-
rial commitments. It aimed at significant cuts in defence expenditures. It
accepted imperial decline more or less gracefully, certainly without pro-
ducing cataclysmic international conflict. And the country over which the
leadership presided finally collapsed. All this makes the task of analyzing
the Gorbachev era even more challenging.

5. Transnational Approaches

Doyle is among the few theorists of empire who appreciate the fact that
transnational forces in the past influenced both imperialist policies and the
form which empires assumed. Settlers, missionaries, merchants, and pub-
lic officials, as he pointed out, were such forces.

Settlers destroyed native society altogether and welcomed formal imperial
rule provided it gave them a substantial voice in colonial policy. Commerce
tended to create local oligarchies, which could then become the collaborating
classes on which indirect rule depended. The military, which preferred direct
rule, destroyed armed tribal opposition and with it many of the leaders who
might have collaborated in indirect rule.”

But he and other theorists have inadequately focussed on the reverse pro-
cess: the influence which peripheries have exerted on the centre, often
through the same transnational forces that helped shape the dependen-
cies.”? Theories of international relations, in conjunction with those of the
rise and fall of empires, provide the scholar with guidance in understand-
ing the impact of these forces in general and mores specifically in the im-
perial context.

Karl Deutsch, for instance, in his seminal Nationalism and Social Com-
munication, analyzed social, economic and technological processes largely
beyond the control of the nation-states and the influence which these pro-
cesses exert on world development.’ Far from being prisoners of the na-
tion-state, citizenries, in his view, can bring about change through ‘social
communication’, or transnational, popularly centered activities towards a

72 Doyle, Empires, p. 179.

73 Doyle, Empires, p. 38, notes this fact only in passing.

74 Karl Deutsch, Nationalism and Social Communication (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1953).
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more peaceful and constructive international order. Accordingly, in the
late 1970s, in a statement directly applicable to the Soviet-American com-
petition, he thought that the best hope for change in relations among coun-
tries that seemingly remain locked in conflict may lie in a ‘combined strat-
egy of both internal and external change’.”>

Several British and American scholars have placed this approach into
the general paradigm of global transnational influences and looked at it
through the lens of international political economy (IPE). In Britain, these
scholars include Robin Brown, Robert O’Brien, and Julian Saurin. IPE is
regarded by O’Brien as ‘a methodology that identifies the interaction of
economic and political domains as the central phenomenon in internation-
al relations’.76

While he does not focus on any particular context, he notes that
transnational influences are more properly examined under the broader
aegis of IPE than treated either as a case of simple technology transfer or
an issue of international security studies. He, as well as Brown, regards
both of the latter as subordinate to the increasing internationalization of
politics and economics, in the wake of which the influence of the state will
be reduced.”” Finally, in this group of scholars, Julian Saurin contends that
the state ‘has been taken as a model’ in traditional international relations
theory and ‘become the constitutive unit of the international system’. He
regrets that ‘the ontological primacy ascribed to the assumed state has ef-
fectively foreclosed alternative accounts of global social change and order
that derive from the actual historical experiences of people across the
world’.”® These scholars, while focusing on theory rather than the empiri-
cal dimension of East-West relations, reflect the growing importance of

75 Karl Deutsch, The Analysis of International Relations, 2nd ed. (Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1978), p. 196.

76 Robert O’Brien, ‘International Political Economy and International Relations: Ap-
prentice or Teacher?’, in John Macmillan and Andrew Linklater, eds., Boundaries
in Question: New Directions in International Relations (London: Pinter, 1995), p.
90; similarly Richard Higgot, ‘International Political Economy’, in A. J. R. Groom
and Margot Light, eds., Contemporary International Relations (London: Pinter,
1994), pp. 156-69.

77 1Ibid. and Robin Brown, ‘Globalization and the End of the National Project’, in
Macmillan and Linklater, eds., Boundaries in Question, p. 55.

78 Julian Saurin, ‘The End of International Relations? The State and International
Theory in the Age of Globalization’, in Macmillan and Linklater, eds., Boundaries
in Question, p. 244.
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IPE in the study of international relations. Their theoretical constructs, fur-
thermore, are applicable to a variety of specific historical or political con-
texts, including the disintegration of the Soviet empire.

While British theorists have traditionally focused primarily on the inter-
action between national political and economic systems, American contri-
butions to the field of International Political Economy have been informed
by a larger, international, and institutional approach. Led by Robert Keo-
hane and Joseph Nye, these scholars have devoted their energies to under-
standing the extent to which the largely institutionalized post-1945 inter-
national regime (anchored by such institutions as the IMF, the United Na-
tions, and the World Bank) has altered or limited the authority of states
and their ability to make policy. Grouped together under the headings of
Transnational Theory and Neoliberal Institutionalism, these theorists have
posited that the role of international institutions and other non-state actors,
while largely beneficial, has limited the power of states in ways that have
yet to be fully understood. Charles Kegley and Eugene Wittkopf have ar-
gued that transnational forces can be ordered according to four categories:
trade and capital flows, military alliances, technological forces, and politi-
cal influence.”” Nye and Keohane have informed their study with the idea
of ‘regime change’, which tries to explain how the evolution of the inter-
national institutional landscape has altered the place of states in the inter-
national system. They have observed that international institutions act as
‘transmission belts’ through which the behaviour of one state affects that
of another.8° They also point out that ‘interests are constructed, not given’,
and that they ‘derive not only from considerations of geopolitical position
but also from both material interest and conceptions of principle as inter-
preted through varying domestic political structures’.8!

The Neoliberal and Institutionalist perspectives have a bearing on the
hotly debated question about the role of external pressure in the collapse
of the Soviet empire. To look first at the probably still dominant, alterna-

79 Charles W. Kegley, Jr. and Eugene R. Wittkopf, World Politics: Trend and Trans-
formation, 3rd ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1989), p. 24.

80 Joseph S. Nye, Jr. and Robert O. Keohane, ‘Transnational Relations and World Po-
litics’, International Organization, Vol. 25 (Summer 1971), pp. 325-49.

81 Robert O. Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, ‘Introduction: The End of the Cold War in
Europe’, in After the Cold War: International Institutions and State Strategies in
Europe, 1989-1991, eds. Robert O. Keohane, Joseph S. Nye, and Stanley Hoffman
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), p. 4.
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tive Realist interpretation, in a mirror image of Marxist-Leninist concepts,
the Soviet system was regarded as being driven by an inherent proclivity
to conduct expansionist policies. If it were denied the option of external
expansion, the system would either collapse or have to concentrate on in-
ternal development. These two outcomes of a strategy of ‘containment’
were first suggested by Kennan in 1947. The United States, in his view,
had it in its power ‘to increase enormously the strains under which Soviet
policy must operate [not only] to force upon the Kremlin a far greater de-
gree of moderation and circumspection [but also] ... to promote tendencies
which must eventually find their outlet in either the break-up or the gradu-
al mellowing of Soviet power’.82 As it turned out, mellowing preceded the
break-up.

But several scholars and policy makers, looking at the world through
Realist lenses, went beyond the idea of containment to isolation of the So-
viet Union in order to achieve either of the two outcomes posited by Ken-
nan. A restrictive technology policy and the curtailment of trade and credit
relations were considered to be the appropriate means for this purpose.®3
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, corresponding policies culminated in
the deliberate acceleration of the Soviet-American military-technological
competition and efforts at raising the ‘costs of Soviet empire’, exploiting
its ‘fault lines’ and making sure, to paraphrase Reagan, that it would ‘go
down with a whimper rather than a bang’.

Whereas adherents of Neoliberalism and Institutionalism conceded the
point of the inherent proclivity of the Soviet system towards expansion,
they ruled out the idea of collapse. They stressed instead the evolutionary
and reformist potential of the system. A policy of deliberate isolation of
the Soviet Union was regarded as too dangerous, since it would increase
the risk of military conflict, and also as counterproductive, since it would
delay adjustment processes.3* Some of its adherents thought that the struc-

82 George F. Kennan, ‘The Sources of Soviet Conduct’, in id., American Diplomacy,
1900-1950, Mentor Books (New York: The New American Library, 1951), p. 105
(italics mine). The quote is from his ‘Mr. X’ article, referred to above.

83 Some of the more prominent Sovietologists that can be regarded as belonging to
this school are Zbigniew Brzezinski, Richard Pipes, Abraham S. Becker, Charles
Wolf, Andrew Marshall and Michel Tatu; see especially Richard Pipes, Survival is
Not Enough: Soviet Realities and America’s Future (New York: Simon and Schus-
ter, 1984), p. 266.

84 Sovietologists belonging to this group can be said to include Alexander Dallin,
Raymond L. Garthoff, Jerry F. Hough, George F. Kennan and Marshall D. Shul-
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tural deficiencies of the Soviet system made it unnecessary to increase
pressures from the outside and that governmental as well as transnational
interaction, including trade and credit relations, rather than keeping the
system alive, would sharpen the contradictions and induce reform. Such
diagnoses, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, gave rise to a mushrooming
literature on ‘convergence’ of the capitalist and socialist systems. Marxist
theorists in the United States, Eurocommunists in Western Europe and
some communist party officials in Eastern Europe shared these visions
and propounded ideas of ‘reform socialism’ and a ‘third road’ between the
two systems.

In the West, such notions also provided a conceptual underpinning for
the policies of détente, ‘bridge building’, ‘constructive engagement’, Ost-
politik and Wandel durch Anndherung, or change through rapprochement.
Western technology, trade and credits, and businessmen and bankers, were
deemed to be the kind of transnational forces that would have a major im-
pact on the Soviet empire and contribute to, in Kennan’s terms, ‘mellow-
ing’. Other, equally important forces were held to include Western Euro-
pean social democracy; the Eurocommunist parties, notably those of Italy,
France, and Spain; the trade unions; and cultural and church groups. In the
East, respondents and agents of change were thought to exist in the form
of reform communist parties or reformist factions in orthodox parties.

Such forces were interpreted in retrospect as having been effective in
their impact on the Soviet system and empire in the second half of the
1970s and in the 1980s. In that period, the Conference on Security and Co-
operation in Europe (CSCE), the Helsinki Final Act and the subsequent
foundation and activities of Helsinki Groups and Helsinki Committees in
communist countries, including in the Soviet Union, were regarded as
having provided a particularly useful umbrella under which reformist
forces could operate.

Until this very day, therefore, one of the most contentious issues analyt-
ically is the question as to what hastened the demise of the Soviet imperial
system: the strategies associated with Realist isolation of and pressure on
the Soviet Union, or the Neoliberal and Institutionalist approaches of con-
tainment, cooperation, and constructive engagement? Was it ‘hard power’,

man. Among German scholars, one of the best corresponding exposés is Christoph
Royen, Die sowjetische Koexistenzpolitik im Wandel: Voraussetzungen, Ziele,
Dilemmata, Series Internationale Politik und Sicherheit, Vol. 2 (Baden-Baden:
Nomos, 1987).
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military-political pressures applied by the Reagan administration, that
brought down the Soviet empire and the Soviet Union itself? Or was it
‘soft power’, the success and attractiveness of the Western democratic,
pluralist and law-based political systems, a market economy with fair
competition and an active civil society, that is, power through attraction
‘rather than coercion or payments’, combined with policies of détente??
Evidently, both approaches played a role. The external pressure applied by
the United States initially served its purpose in concentrating the Soviet
(Gorbachev’s) mind on internal development. Once this happened, the
mainly Western European policy of constructive engagement at first facili-
tated and then reinforced Soviet policy shifts. Completing the circle of in-
teraction: once Gorbachev had demonstrated that he was willing to play by
Western rules of interdependence and integration, rather than by Leninist
principles of antagonism, the United States, too, like Western Europe, put
aside the Realist stick and replaced it by Neoliberal and Institutionalist
carrots.

6. An Integrative Approach

What, then, are the conclusions of this discussion of various theories about
the rise and fall of empires? Which of these theories, or parts thereof, can
meaningfully be employed for the subsequent inquiry into the collapse of
the Soviet empire? One conclusion is that none of theories are able to give
a satisfactory explanation of the phenomenon of imperialism; most of
them can contribute something to our understanding. International rela-
tions, of which the imperialist phenomenon is an integral part, are exceed-
ingly complex. They include ideological, political, military, economic,
technological, social, and psychological dimensions, all of which in one
way or another impinge on the behaviour of political leaders, elites, and
nations. The selection of one single dimension can, therefore, at best illu-
minate one segment of international relations but never the whole picture.
A similar reasoning can be applied to what in the international relations
literature has been referred to as the ‘level-of-analysis’ problem.8¢ Three

85 Joseph S. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York:
Public Affairs, 2004), p. x.

86 J. David Singer, ‘The Level-of-Analysis Problem in International Relations’,
World Politics, Vol. 14, No. 1 (October 1961), pp. 77-92; see also id., Models,
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levels can be distinguished, that of the individual leader or statesman; the
nation state with different groups, elites and institutions involved in for-
eign policy decision-making; and the international system. As with the
various disciplines, each of the analytical levels and ‘cuts’ can shed light
on a given problem of international relations and foreign policy; none is
able to explain the ‘essence’ of decisions and events.87 Thus, while it is
useful for heuristic purposes to separate different dimensions and levels,
the analyst should try to reconstruct their complex interaction and to pro-
vide the reader with a hierarchy or rank ordering of their importance.

To apply these considerations to the study of imperial development and
decline, empires first and foremost need military power in order to expand
and maintain control. But they can hardly survive for long by the mere ex-
ercise of raw power. Legitimacy is called for. They must pay attention to
social costs in order not to lose a modicum of consent of the governed
necessary for imperial policies. They need recurrent success as well as an
ideological underpinning. Finally, they also require a viable political orga-
nization and an efficient economic base in order to sustain effective armed
forces and a modern military-industrial complex. None of these factors
should be neglected.

An integrative approach is also appropriate when considering the rele-
vance of the four major approaches discussed in this chapter. Obviously,
just as foreign policy, imperial construction and decline begin at home.
The metrocentric view, therefore, is basic to an understanding of the prob-
lem of imperialism. But this is not saying very much. It leaves open the
whole plethora of problems touched upon, including the question as to the
role of individual leaders in the rise and fall of empires and whether the
underlying dynamics of the process are power acquisition and aggrandize-
ment, economic determinism, or ideological zeal. The state of affairs at
the centre, in turn, cannot be looked at in isolation from what is happening
in the imperial possessions and dependencies. A pericentric perspective,
therefore, has to supplement the metrocentric view. Conditions there de-
cide on the cost effectiveness of imperial rule. This pertains in particular
to such questions as to whether the subjects of imperial possessions and

Methods, and Progress in World Politics (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1990) and
Kenneth Waltz, Man, the State, and War: A Theoretical Analysis (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1959).

87 Graham Allison, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Missile Crisis
(Boston, Mass.: Little, Brown, 1971).
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dependencies are compliant or prone to resist; whether local elites can be
co-opted or have to be tightly controlled; and whether the periphery con-
tributes to the power and wealth of the centre or constitutes a constant
drain on its resources. Depending on the answer to these questions, the pe-
riphery can present a formidable challenge to imperial control. The same
is true for the complexities of the international system. Several types of
system, including the traditional ‘balance of power’ and the 20t century
bipolar variants, can be said to have acted as constraints on imperial ex-
pansion and contributed to imperial decline.

Finally, transnational forces play a role because competing powers will
usually attempt to affect the power position of an opposing empire not on-
ly by denying it new territory and resources outside its domains but also
by fomenting resistance, revolt and revolution in the periphery. This is
what the Soviet leadership deplored as ‘inadmissible interference in the in-
ternal affairs of socialist countries’ and what the Kremlin at present de-
scribes and decries as the essence of ‘colour revolutions’ on post-Soviet
space — the assertion that non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are es-
sentially ‘foreign agents’; that they are ‘financed by foreign governments’;
and that these governments use them ‘as an instrument to carry out their
Russian policies’.®8

There are, of course, pitfalls in adopting an integrative approach. ‘Sci-
entific’ inquiry in practice often consists of isolating a few selected ‘vari-
ables’ in order to verify or falsify clearly stated hypotheses. A research de-
sign that pays attention to the complex interaction of a variety of factors at
various levels of analysis will, therefore, surely expose the analyst to the
charge of ‘overexplanation’ of the main problems to be explained. How-
ever, it is better to ‘overexplain’ than to underexplain. Given the many in-
sights gained from archives, memoirs, and interviews, it would be a dis-
service to the reader to deprive him of rich data simply because they do
not fit into a narrowly defined analytical framework.

Having stated the research problem, outlined some of the theories appli-
cable and the approach to be taken here, it is now appropriate to begin the
next chapter, which consists in a reconsideration of Soviet perceptions of
and policies toward the German problem from the division of Germany

88 Putin in his in his speech at the 43rd Munich International Security Conference on
10 February 2007, Securityconference.de, <http://www.securityconference.de/
archive/konferenzen/rede.php?menu_2007=&menu_konferen-
zen=&sprache=de&id=179&>.
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under Stalin through the hardening of the division under Khrushchev until
the last years of the Brezhnev era. The analytical thread that will help the
reader find his way through the empirical maze will be the Ideological and
Imperial paradigm.
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Chapter 2: The Imperial and Ideological Paradigm

1. Parameters of the Paradigm

At the Twenty-eighth and last CPSU Congress, in July 1990, Foreign Mi-
nister Shevardnadze asked the assembled party officials: ‘We have grown
accustomed to certain German realities. We have seen in them a guarantee
of our security. But let us think about this: Can there be a reliable guaran-
tee [of security] based on the artificial and unnatural division of a great na-
tion? And how long can it last?’%® Why, in the more than forty years of the
division of Germany, had no one before him dared stand up and ask such a
pertinent question?

The disadvantages of the division as a perennial state of confrontation
with the West should always have been obvious to Soviet leaders. The
problem, therefore, arises as to what may have led Stalin to opt or, as the
case may be, settle for a divided rather than an undivided Germany. Was it
not patently obvious from the very beginning that the division of Germany
could not last? If so, will the historical record now confirm Gorbachev’s
‘belief” that Stalin was ready, ‘until the very end, to pay a price for a neu-
tral Germany’?%0 Similarly, how credible is Politburo member Aleksandr
Yakovlev’s assertion that ‘we always advanced the question of Germany’s
unification’ but especially ‘at the end of 1945 or the beginning of 1946,
and then repeatedly during the 1950s°?°! Is it true, as one of the present
Russian specialists on international relations claims, that the Soviet leader-
ship, in the period from the end of the war until the mid-1950s, ‘more or
less consistently supported German unification’; that a ‘peaceful, demo-
cratic, and neutral Germany’ was a ‘genuine’ goal of Soviet diplomacy;
and that this conclusion is supported by ‘geopolitical logic — perhaps the
only kind that Stalin mastered’?2

89 ‘Otchety chlenov i kandidatov v chleni Politbiuro, sekretarei TsK KPSS’, Pravda,
5 July 1990.

90 Michail Gorbatschow, Erinnerungen (Berlin: Siedler, 1995), p. 701.

91 ‘Otvety na voprosy uchastnikov s’ ezda’, Pravda, 11 July 1990.

92 Sergei A. Karaganov, ‘Implications of German Unification for the Former Soviet
Union’, in Paul B. Stares, ed., The New Germany in the New Europe (Washington:
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To answer such questions, it is useful to put Soviet policies on the Ger-
man problem under Stalin, Khrushchev and Brezhnev into an appropriate
framework of analysis. Such a framework can be called the Ideological
and Imperial paradigm, the essence of which will be held to consist of a
close interrelationship between power and ideology in domestic politics
and between imperial and revolutionary purposes in foreign policy.”> The
confluence of these two dimensions is, of course, the norm rather than the
exception. Empires cannot be built without power. Imperial control, in
turn, is difficult to maintain without universal appeal and purpose. In the
period from the ancient Egyptian theocracies to Europe in the age of abso-
lutism and the ‘divine right of kings’, power was legitimized primarily by
religion and dogma. After the Enlightenment, this form of legitimation
was replaced by more rational constructs, of which Marxism-Leninism is
one example. For the present purpose, to explain the ideological part of
the dual paradigm, it is appropriate to clarify what is meant by ideology, to
relate Marxism-Leninism to that clarification and to describe its impact on
Soviet foreign policy.

The Ideological Dimension

Ideology can be defined as a comprehensive system of political beliefs
that consists of cognitive, normative, and operational components.?* The

The Brookings Institution, 1992), p. 332. Karaganov, at that time, was deputy di-
rector of the Institute on Europe at the Russian Academy of Sciences.

93 This paradigm was first developed in my article, ‘Russia as a “Great Power” in
World Affairs: Images and Reality’, International Affairs (London), Vol. 71, No. 1
(January 1995), pp. 35-68. The utility of such a framework was recognized also by
Zubok and Pleshakov. In what is one of the best recent reconsiderations of the
Stalin and Khrushchev era — like the present book based on new archival evidence
and memoirs — the authors proceed from the assumption that Stalin saw no contra-
diction between strengthening the Soviet Union and empire building, on the one
hand, and advancing the cause of world revolution, on the other. They argue that
‘It was this revolutionary-imperial paradigm that the USSR followed consistently
from the early 1920s’, that is, from the emergence of Stalinism to the Khrushchev
era; Vladislav Zubok and Constantin Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin'’s Cold War:
From Stalin to Khrushchev (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1996),
p- 13 (italics mine).

94 This enumeration of the components of ideology and the subsequent formulations
draw on Nigel Gould-Davies, Introduction to Ideology and Soviet Foreign Policy,
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cognitive or analytical element provides a theory about the nature of social
and political life and provides a set of concepts and categories for inter-
preting specific situations and events. The normative aspect articulates a
set of fundamental values and purposes that are considered the ultimate
objectives of political life and provide a legitimation of behaviour. The
tactical, instrumental, or operational properties refer to principles of con-
duct and axioms of behaviour that guide concrete action toward the attain-
ment of objectives. Its coherence, rigor, and claim to absolute truth distin-
guish ideology from looser categories of belief systems, such as liberal-
ism, conservatism, as well as mentalité and culture.” Ideologies also dif-
fer from two other kinds of ideational systems of comparable rigor: unlike
philosophies, they include an explicit commitment to the use of force for
the attainment of political objectives; and unlike religion, they are founded
upon claims to knowledge about the nature of social existence rather than
on faith in a transcendent reality.%¢

If, then, an ideology can be understood to be a highly structured and ab-
solutist system of political beliefs, a revolutionary ideology is one that is
incompatible with the existing political order. Its interpretation of history
and social life is radically different from that of the other members of a
given international order; its objective is not the improvement but the fun-
damental transformation of this order and its replacement with a new sys-
tem based on higher principles. For this purpose, it uses methods not nor-
mally sanctioned by the established order. Since Marxism-Leninism
claimed to furnish a ‘scientific’ explanation of political and socio-econo-
mic phenomena, it is clearly an example of a revolutionary ideology. It
purported simultaneously to provide a philosophical method (dialectical
materialism); a teleological interpretation of world history (historical ma-
terialism); and principles of political economy with ‘laws of development’
pertaining to capitalist and socialist systems.

Ph.D. Dissertation, Harvard University (then in progress, co-supervised by this au-
thor). The threefold differentiation of ideology was adopted also by Stephen White
and Alex Pravda, eds., Ideology and Soviet Politics (Houndmills and London:
Macmillan, 1989).

95 The difference between ideology and political beliefs was aptly made, and applied
to the Soviet Union and the United States respectively, by Zbigniew Brzezinski
and Samuel P. Huntington, Political Power: USA-USSR (New York: Viking Press,
1964).

96 Gould-Davies, Introduction to Ideology and Soviet Foreign Policy.

69

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 2: The Imperial and Ideological Paradigm

This is not the place to repeat at length the arguments of various
schools of thought concerning the significance of Marxist-Leninist ideolo-
gy for Soviet foreign policy or, as the case may be, lack thereof. Stated
briefly for the present purposes, it is useful to proceed from the premises
that there is no necessary contradiction between Marxist-Leninist ideology
and the Soviet ‘national interest’; that national interests are not self-evi-
dent but have to be defined by the political process; that such a definition
in the Soviet case certainly had a strong ideological component; and that
the latter was adapted to new conditions, not abandoned. Soviet foreign
policy, furthermore, was not that of a traditional state, formulated by the
foreign ministry, but that of a revisionist power whose policies were deter-
mined primarily by the Communist Party, the institutional embodiment of
ideology.”’

The working assumption here, then, is that the analytical properties of
ideology, or at least its core elements, provided a filter through which the
Soviet leaders interpreted reality, and that the ‘balance of power” also had
an ideologically determined equivalent: the ‘correlation of forces’.”8 Con-
cerning the issue of legitimation versus mobilization, the question as to
whether the Soviet leaders genuinely believed in ideological precepts is
immaterial, since even false priests, apostates, and cynics, in order to serve
and stay in power, are constrained to act in accordance with the official
belief system and institutional requirements. The Marxist-Leninist claim
to ‘scientific’ — absolute and universal — truth required eradication of actu-

97 This is a summary of the main arguments by this author developed in his article
‘Ideology in the Soviet View of International Affairs’, in Christoph Bertram, ed.,
Prospects of Soviet Military Power in the 1980s (London: Macmillan, 1980),
pp- 103-10.

98 The ideological content of the ‘correlation of forces’ was aptly described by Ray-
mond L. Garthoff, ‘The Concept of the Balance of Forces in Soviet Policy-Mak-
ing’, World Politics, Vol. 4, No. 1 (October 1951), pp. 84-111; this author extended
Garthoff’s argument in his article on ‘The Political Rationale of Soviet Military
Capabilities and Doctrine’, in Strengthening Conventional Deterrence in Europe:
Proposals for the 1980s, Report of the European Security Study (ESECS) (Lon-
don: Macmillan, 1983), pp. 67-104. Confirmation of the argument was provided
also by Vernon Aspaturian, ‘Soviet Global Power and the Correlation of Forces’,
Problems of Communism, Vol. 29, No. 3 (May-June 1980), pp. 1-18. Some of the
Soviet portrayals are Georgi Shakhnazarov, ‘Deistvennye faktory mezhdunarod-
nykh otnoshenii’, Mezhdunarodnaia zhizn’ (Moscow), No. 1 (1977), pp. 87-96,
and Vadim V. Zagladin, ‘World Balance of Forces and the Development of Inter-
national Relations’, International Affairs (Moscow), No. 3 (1985), pp. 65-79.

70

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

1. Parameters of the Paradigm

al or potential challenges. Hence, whatever their preferences and convic-
tions, the Soviet leaders from Stalin to Gorbachev had to contend just as
much with deviationist phenomena under the heading of ‘socialism’, such
as Maoism, the Prague Spring, and Eurocommunism, as with Western lib-
eralism and capitalism. Ideology, therefore, of necessity had not only an ex
post facto but also an ex ante, motivating and mobilizing, function.

As codified in Lenin’s Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism
and subsequent communist party documents, the constituent elements of
the ideological part of the paradigm can be summarized as follows:

1. International relations are an extension of domestic class struggle to
the international arena.

2. There is an irreconcilable contradiction between two opposed socioe-
conomic systems — socialism and capitalism.

3. Imperialism, the highest stage of capitalism, is inherently militaristic
and aggressive.

4. There is a constant redistribution of power among the capitalist coun-
tries and changing coalitions and power centres. The contradictions be-
tween these centres — the United States, Western Europe, and Japan in
post-war conditions — are irreconcilable; the forces that divide these
centres are more basic than those that unite them.

5. Conflict (‘a series of frightful collisions’) among the imperialist states,
that is, military conflict (war), is as inevitable as war between imperial-
ism and socialism.

6. In the long run, the correlation of forces will shift in favor of socialism.
Conflict will end only with the victory of socialism. This is historically
predetermined. The shift will occur because of (a) the sharpening of
contradictions in the imperialist system; (b) the superiority of the so-
cialist over the capitalist mode of production; (c) the growing strength
of national-liberation movements; and (d) the emergence of new states
with a non-capitalist and ultimately socialist orientation.

7. Since class relations are the determining factor of international affairs,
nationalism will wither away. Nationalist phenomena under socialism
are merely perezhitki proshlogo: the remnants of an outdated socio-
economic system.

The conduct of Soviet foreign policy was constrained by a narrow spec-

trum of interpretation, within which a ‘correct’ and ‘principled’ policy had

to be pursued. Furthermore, ideology gave rise to certain axioms or opera-
tional principles of Soviet foreign policy behaviour, which can be defined
as follows:
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1. Since individual nations and coalitions of states are divided internally
along class lines, Soviet foreign policy has to be conducted on two
tiers or tracks: the ideological, or socio-economic, level and the state-
to-state level. ‘Internal contradictions’ within and among capitalist
countries are an important asset that should be utilized, wherever ap-
propriate, with the help of ‘peace movements’ and the communist par-
ties.

2. Since ‘peaceful coexistence’ can never be a goal in itself but is only a
tactical device, and since only countries with the same or similar sys-
tem structure as that of the Soviet Union can be regarded as trustwor-
thy, cooperation with the West can only be limited and temporary.

3. Since the adversary ‘power centres of imperialism’ must be expected
to exploit economic weaknesses of the socialist countries and exert
pressure, it is necessary, in economic affairs, to pursue autarkist pol-
icies.

4. Since the restoration of capitalism in a socialist state (‘counter-revolu-
tion”) is a betrayal of principles and could be the prelude to a general
‘roll back’ of socialism, counter-revolution must be prevented. How-
ever, limits set by the risks of military conflict with the West have to be
observed.

5. Since ideology (‘history’) provides legitimacy, the use of force presents
no moral problem; it is only a matter of expediency.

To turn to the ‘imperial’ dimension of the paradigm, a paradox must be

noted first. There was very little in Marxist-Leninist ideology that could

have been construed as providing the basis for the establishment of an im-

perial system. The essence of this body of thought was the idea that socio-

economic forces rather than political or military power propel history.

State institutions, military establishments included, were supposed to

‘wither away’. Yet, as noted, the Czarist empire was reconstituted under

Soviet rule and extended, first regionally, then globally. Military and

geopolitical factors in Soviet policy began to take precedence over econo-

mic considerations. Despite all the Soviet claims about the greater sophis-
tication of the ‘correlation of forces’ theory as compared with bourgeois

Western ‘balance of power’ constructs, Soviet leaders in foreign policy

conformed to the most primitive notions of Realist theory and all of the

above-noted myths of empire.

72

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

1. Parameters of the Paradigm

The Imperial Dimension

The dichotomy between Marxist-Leninist ideology and the Soviet brand of

Realism, therefore, is more apparent than real. Before attempting to

demonstrate this, the basic elements of the ‘imperial” part of the paradigm

will be enumerated. These elements had to be distilled primarily from
what Soviet leaders said privately and derived from the actual conduct of
their foreign policy rather than from official, publicly accessible sources.

The constituent elements of this part of the paradigm include the follow-

ing:

1. Power, prestige, status, and influence of any given country in world af-
fairs depend on the size of its population, geographical expanse, en-
dowment with natural resources, volume of industrial and agricultural
output, and access to or control over human and material resources
abroad. Expansion will add to the country’s resources and thereby to its
power and prestige.

2. The single most important factor determining the influence of a great
nation in international affairs is military power. Qualitative indicators
are important, as is the morale of the armed forces, but so are quantita-
tive indicators, such as the number of divisions, tanks, aircraft, and ar-
tillery, and the number of nuclear missiles and warheads. In fact, quan-
tity can make up for deficiencies in quality.

3. Military threats, whether explicit or implicit, will make opponents
compliant. The greater the discrepancy between one’s own military ca-
pabilities and that of the opponent(s), the more effective the threat.
Both the domestic political orientation and the foreign policies of allies
and adversaries can be influenced by external pressure.

4. Close attention, therefore, has to be paid to the ‘correlation of forces’.
The Soviet Union, and the coalition of states over which it presides,
must be at least as strong as all of the potential enemies combined, and
preferably stronger.

5. Given the anarchic nature of the international system, the lack of com-
mon values and the objective condition of conflict between two antag-
onist socio-economic systems, security cannot be left to the good in-
tentions of the adversary. It must be sought through unilateral efforts.

6. Political means to achieve security, including the utilization of contra-
dictions within and between inimical countries, should not be neglect-
ed. However, these are only supplementary to the military-technical
means at one’s disposal.
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7. The Western countries’ clamour for the universal dissemination of hu-
man and civil rights, pluralism, democracy and the ‘free flow of infor-
mation’ as well as the encouragement of nationalism and the deploy-
ment of what their theorists call ‘transnational’ forces have to be con-
sidered attempts at subverting Soviet global and regional influence and
control. Vigilance and counteraction are required to stave off such at-
tempts.

The enumeration of imperial elements shows that they supplement rather

than supplant the ideological aspects of the dual paradigm. As early as

1924, Stalin had clarified this when he declared: ‘Soviet power in Russia

is the base, the bulwark, and the refuge of the revolutionary movement of

the entire world.”® In the 1930s, he had reiterated the confluence of ideo-

logical and imperial dimensions in Soviet foreign policy by providing a

standard definition of a ‘true internationalist’ as someone who ‘is ready to

defend the USSR without reservation, without wavering, unconditional-
ly’.100

One explanation of this confluence lies in the fact that Marxist ideology
has many facets and that Lenin and Stalin, in the course of ‘creative devel-
opment of theory’ and adaptation of Marxism to Russian conditions, em-
phasized certain portions of the theory to the almost complete exclusion of
others. This led to the perversion or deformation of some of the main prin-
ciples of Marxist thought. It pertained above all to the de facto emphasis
placed by the Soviet leaders on military power as an agent of international
change rather than socio-economic development.

A second explanation for the confluence of ideological and imperial di-
mensions of the paradigm rather than their contradiction is connected with
the dogma of the ‘irreconcilable’ and ‘inevitable’ conflict between two op-
posed systems. This notion is essentially the ideological equivalent of the
Realist view of international relations as a zero-sum game, in which one
side’s loss is the other’s gain, and victory and defeat are the only possible
outcomes.

A third explanation has much to do with the fact that the revolution did
not occur in the advanced capitalist countries, such as Germany and Eng-
land, but in backward Russia. Apart from the basic structural deficiencies
of the system itself, this was one of the reasons why the heralded ‘superi-

99 J. V. Stalin, Sochineniia, Vol. 6 (Moscow: Politizdat, 1947), p. 265, as quoted by
Zubok and Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin's Cold War, p. 13.
100 J. V. Stalin, Sochineniia, Vol. 10 (Moscow: Politizdat, 1948), p. 53.
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ority of the socialist over the capitalist mode of production’ could not be
achieved, and why the communist system was imposed, maintained, and
expanded by force, rather than established and supported by popular will.
As time went by and imperial overstretch began to set in, the attractive-
ness of the Soviet-type system and model of development waned even
more. This reinforced the reliance on military means to maintain influence
and control.

Having established the Ideological and Imperial paradigm as a basic
framework of analysis, it is now appropriate to look at its practical conse-
quences and its application to Soviet policy toward Germany.

2. The Division of Germany: Design or Default?

The main propositions flowing from the paradigm are that (1) there was
considerable continuity in Soviet policy on the German problem, the
Kremlin leaders from Stalin to Gorbachev adhering to the principle of the
existence of two German states and relying on East Germany as a strategic
ally in their attempt to build an empire and control Eastern Europe; (2)
these and other top ranking party leaders may have realized the high costs
and negative consequences of clinging to the status quo on the German
problem and that this may have especially been true for Lavrenti Beria, the
former secret service chief, but that an overwhelming majority of the col-
lective leadership rejected the idea of abandoning the GDR; and (3) that
most of the initiatives on the German problem, including Stalin’s ‘peace
note’ of March 1952, were primarily political and propagandistic exercises
rather than a genuine search to end the division of Germany.

It is also one of the central arguments of this book that the establish-
ment of the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe and the concomitant division
of Germany may not have been the inevitable consequence of Stalin’s ad-
herence to the paradigm but that it was a logically consistent and probable
result. An apt description of this nexus between the paradigm and the div-
ision of Germany after World War II can be found in Gorbachev’s obser-
vation that

It was nothing but imperial ideology and policy, the wish to create the most
[favourable] external conditions for socialism and for the USSR, that prompt-
ed the start of the race of nuclear and other arms after 1945, just when the
crushing defeat of fascism and militarism was, it would seem, offering a real-
istic opportunity for building a world without wars and a mechanism of inter-
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national cooperation — the United Nations — had been created for this purpose.
But imperialism’s nature asserted itself that time again.'?!

Only one word was changed in this statement made by Gorbachev at the
Twenty-sixth party congress in February 1986. The ‘favourable’ in the
square bracket above was ‘unfavourable’ in the original, and the imperial-
ism he referred to was not that of the Soviet Union but purportedly that of
the United States.

As this example of mirror imaging in the interpretation of international
politics indicates, the Soviet and the Russian narrative consistently and un-
compromisingly asserts that Stalin did not want to divide Germany and
that the West was responsible for the division. The fatal flaw in this argu-
ment lies in the fact that the latter does not follow from the former. There
is indeed, as will be shown, a fair amount of evidence to suggest that Stal-
in was aware of, and averse to, the risks that the division of Germany
would pose; that he was conscious of the potentially disruptive strength of
German nationalism; that German nationalism could never be reconciled
with a divided country; and that he would, therefore, have preferred, as he
is reported as having stated at a Politburo meeting at the end of May 1945,
a ‘united, peaceloving, and democratic state”.102

What, however, was meant by ‘peaceloving’ and ‘democratic’? In
Moscow’s definition, the Soviet Union was such a state, as was the GDR
after its foundation. The question, therefore, needs to be posed as to
whether a systemic structure of a Germany as required by Stalin would
have been acceptable to the German population and to the Western allies.
If not, the preference for a united Germany, from a practical political point
of view, would have been meaningless. This would have been even more
correct if each occupation power, sovereign in its area of control, were to
proceed unilaterally and impose its own socio-economic and political sys-
tem. The explanation for the division can be found precisely in the corre-
sponding process. This can be highlighted by Stalin recognition as early as
April 1945 when he told a visiting Yugoslav delegation: ‘This war is not
as in the past; whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own so-

101 Pravda, 26 February 1986.

102 As reported by Vladimir Semenov, who attended the Politburo meeting;
Wladimir S. Semjonow, Von Stalin bis Gorbatschow: Ein halbes Jahrhundert in
diplomatischer Mission, 1939-1991 (Berlin: Nikolaische Verlagsbuchhandlung,
1995), p. 201.
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cial system.’!9 In other word, the division of Germany occurred by de-
fault rather than design. Nevertheless, to repeat, the default was less not
accidental. The exigencies of ideology and empire played a decisive role.

To deal systematically with this proposition, it will first be assumed that
Stalin acted neither on the basis of revolutionary zeal nor of an expansion-
ist imperial blueprint but attempted to achieve Soviet security interests and
that, within that context, four main options could be distinguished. On this
basis, Soviet interests and behaviour will then be more directly related to
the pressures and requirements generated by the Ideological and Imperial
paradigm.

The starting point of analysis could be the battle of Stalingrad, after
which victory over Germany became a distinct possibility. This raised the
question for the Soviet leadership as to what the post-war European order
should look like, which in turn concerned in particular the role of Ger-
many in that order. Twice in the course of a quarter of a century the very
existence of the state had been threatened by Germany. Considering Stal-
in’s near paralysis for several weeks after the German attack and the seem-
ingly unstoppable offensives deep into Soviet territory, with German
troops reaching the outskirts of Moscow in the winter of 1941, it would
have been astonishing had he not seen Germany as the main security issue
for years to come.

But how was security vis-a-vis Germany to be safeguarded? The answer
is, probably by adopting any one of four broad options: (1) a revolutionary
transformation of the social and economic system of the whole of Ger-
many under the leadership of a communist party controlled by the Soviet
Union; (2) a substantial weakening of the economic and military potential
of Germany in conjunction with territorial reductions; (3) division or dis-
memberment and its long-term enforcement by the four powers; (4) a unit-
ed, neutral Germany.104

103 Milovan Djilas, Conversations with Stalin, trans. Michael B. Petrovich (New
York: Harcourt Brace & World, 1962), p. 114.

104 I first discussed these options in my book Soviet Risk Taking and Crisis Behavior,
pp- 112-161. The approach adopted there and the conclusions coincide with those
of Hans-Peter Schwarz, Vom Reich zur Bundesrepublik: Deutschland im Wider-
streit der auflenpolitischen Konzeptionen in den Jahren der Besatzungsh-
errschaft, 1945-1949 (Neuwied und Berlin: Luchterhand, 1966), pp. 201-270.
Schwarz’s Study is probably the most comprehensive and analytically most satis-
factory treatment of Germany in the international context. Although new archival
evidence, much of it generated under the auspices of the Woodrow Wilson’s In-
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Option One: The ‘Revolutionary Transformation’ of Germany

According to classic Marxist theory, prospects for a revolutionary transfor-
mation of Germany in the early post-World War II period were bright. The
country, as Stalin commented, had ‘an extremely qualified and numerous
working class and technical intelligentsia’.!% In theory, capitalism had
reached its highest stage in Germany and had become ‘ripe’ for the next
stage in the historical transformation process. Fascism, an extreme form of
imperialism in Marxist terminology, had been discredited. Its collapse had
set in motion far-reaching processes of socio-economic change. Condi-
tions for a socialist transformation of Germany could be considered as
favourable also because, in one part of Germany, the Soviet Union exerted
unchallenged control and could impose its own policies. In the other part,
the influx of several millions of refugees from the formerly German re-
gions under Soviet and Polish control, as well as from Czechoslovakia and
Hungary, had produced fertile ground for social unrest. In fact, strikes and
mass demonstrations against inadequate living conditions and low food ra-
tions plagued the Western zones until the spring of 1948. Furthermore,
there was a widespread realization among the members of the two parties
of the Left, the Social Democrats (SPD) and Communists (KPD), that the
disunity of the working class had facilitated the rise of fascism in the
1930s and that it was now necessary to cooperate in the construction of a
new Germany.

However, as after World War I, the course of events after World War 11
took an entirely different direction from what ideology predicted. Such so-
cialist and communist organizations, as well as democratic and antifascist
committees, as had sprung up spontaneously after the war, were dissolved
in July 1945 by the Soviet Military Administration (SMA) in Germany.
Political activity ‘from below’ was replaced by political manipulation

ternational Cold War History Project, has thrown more light on Stalin and his
policies in general, there is nevertheless very little that has come to light concern-
ing his thinking and policies on the German problem. This was a problem which
was encountered not only by this author but also by Zubok and Pleshakov, /nside
the Kremlin’s Cold War; Vojtech Mastny, The Cold War and Soviet Insecurity:
The Stalin Years (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996); and Norman M.
Naimark, The Russians in Germany: A History of the Soviet Zone of Occupation,
1945-1949 (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press,
1995).
105 Stalin as quoted by Djilas, Conversations with Stalin, p. 114.
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‘from above’. The communist apparat triumphed over what could have
been a powerful independent socialist movement.!% Resented for its at-
tempts to rally socialists around its flag in an organized as opposed to vol-
untary fashion, burdened by its association with an occupation power
whose internal structure had been consistently rejected by German social-
ists as a model of development and guilty by association for a hasty and
damaging reparations policy pursued by that power, the KPD was losing
out in the race with the SPD for the political support of the German popu-
lation. This led to a sudden reversal by the SMA of its initial preference
for separate development of the two parties. In April 1946, therefore, it or-
dered the merger of the two parties, with control firmly placed in the
hands of the communists. Autonomous political development was anathe-
ma, as shown by the fact that the merger occurred against the will of the
majority of the SPD membership. In that single instance, in the three
Western sectors of Berlin, where the merger proposal was put to a test it
was rejected by a vast majority (82 percent) of the SPD membership.!07
And despite the fact that, organizationally, the SPD had ceased to exist in
the Soviet zone and the SMA was heavily favouring the new Socialist
Unity Party (SED), the latter party failed to win an absolute majority of
the votes in the October 1946 elections for the regional parliaments. It
fared even worse in the elections held in the same month for the city gov-
ernment in Berlin, where the SED received only 19.8 percent of the vote
as against 48.7 percent for the SPD, 22.2 percent for the Christian
Democrats, and 9.3 percent for the Liberals.!08

If this was the fate of the political forces favoured by the SMA in the
area directly under its control (the Soviet zone), or acting in the shadow of
its power (in Berlin), it was clear that the chances for a successful commu-
nist revolution, or even the hope of influencing the course of events
through a strong communist party, were quite remote in the western parts
of Germany. The option of a ‘revolutionary transformation’ of the whole
of Germany, therefore, was only theoretical.

106 Wolfgang Leonhard, Child of the Revolution, trans. C. M. Woodhouse (London:
Collins, 1957), pp. 325-27.

107 1In a ballot on 30 March 1946; see Eberhard Schneider, Die DDR: Geschichte,
Politik, Wirtschaft, Gesellschaft (Stuttgart: Verlag Bonn Aktuell, 1975), p. 28.

108 To clarify this point, the SPD had only ceased to exist in the Soviet zone of occu-
pation, not in Berlin. The two parties, SPD and SED, were therefore pitted
against each other in the city elections.
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Option Two: Emasculation of Germany

A second possibility for safeguarding Soviet security interests and pre-
venting German aggression was the weakening of the economic and mili-
tary potential of Germany and the reduction of German territory. The pur-
suit of this option was implied in what Stalin said at the Politburo meeting
at the end of May 1945, that it was ‘unrealistic to think of breaking up
Germany into splinters or to destroy its industry and reduce it to an agrari-
an state. ... The task is not to destroy Germany but to deprive it of the pos-
sibility to rise again as an aggressive power in Europe.’19?

One aspect of weakening Germany was territorial reductions. At the
Tehran conference in 1943 it was agreed that the northern part of East
Prussia should be transferred to the Soviet Union and a strong Poland cre-
ated with substantial territorial compensation, at Germany’s expense, in
the north and west. Churchill’s warnings at Yalta ‘not to overstuff the Pol-
ish goose” were thereby ignored. Polish de facto sovereignty was extended
to the western Neisse river, Stalin thereby laying the basis for the most
probable development in the circumstance: long-term Polish-German hos-
tility and Polish dependence on the Soviet Union.!1? Events seemed to
drift precisely in that direction because of the expulsion of more than 10
million Germans from the areas east of the Oder and Neisse rivers, the
westward shift of several million Poles, and the consolidation of the Sovi-
et and Polish administration in the new territories.

Another important aspect of weakening Germany was reparations. In
internal memoranda, at the Allied Control Council, and in the foreign min-
isters’ meetings, the Soviet representatives never tired of pointing to the
enormous losses the USSR had incurred during the war. Ivan Maisky,
head of the reparations commission, commented on one of its reports that
‘Our direct material losses surpass the national wealth of England or Ger-
many and constitute one-third of the overall national wealth of the United
States.” He also thought that five million Germans, if they were to work at

109 Semjonow, Von Stalin bis Gorbatschow, p. 201.

110 Herbert Feis, Between War and Peace: The Potsdam Conference (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1960), pp. 221-74. The difference between the west-
ern and eastern Neisse, which was at issue at Yalta, was not negligible as it in-
volved the fate of about 2.7 million ethnic Germans and hence the problem of fu-
ture German revanchism. The significance of the point will be explored below,
pp- 86-87.
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Soviet plants for ten years, could contribute about $35-40 billion to the
Soviet economy.!'! At the Yalta conference, the United States had agreed
to $20 billion (half of which for the USSR) as a ‘basis for discussion’,
which Soviet representatives had taken as an agreement in principle. Ac-
cording to the Potsdam Protocol, the Soviet Union was allowed to satisfy
its own reparation claims and those of Poland from its own zone of occu-
pation. This it proceeded to do rapaciously even before the war had ended,
transferring large amounts of industrial equipment from its zone — as, in-
deed, it did in the occupied areas in Eastern Europe.!'? According to the
Protocol, the Soviet Union was also to receive 15 percent of such usable
and complete industrial capital equipment as was unnecessary for the Ger-
man peace economy in exchange for an equivalent value of food, coal, oil
products, and other commodities to be agreed upon (category A) and 10
percent of such industrial capital equipment as was not essential for the
German peace economy without payment or exchange (category B).!13 Re-
moval of equipment as stipulated under A and B was to occur simultane-
ously, and the amount to be extracted from the Western zones was to be
determined within six months after the Potsdam conference.!'* As General
Lucius D. Clay observed in September 1945, concurrently with the extrac-
tion of reparations from their own zone, the Russians were ‘most anxious
to get industrial facilities and equipment out of the Western zone[s] as
quickly as possible’.115

The Soviet reparation demands were perfectly understandable from a
practical economic point of view because of the USSR’s desperate need
for capital equipment. This point was emphasized by Semenov and other
Soviet foreign ministry officials in talks with Rudolf Nadolny, the German

111 In comments on a July 1944 report, I. Maisky and G. Arkadiev, ‘Osnovnie linii
reparatsionnoi programmy SSSR’, and in a 19 December 1944 letter to Stalin, as
quoted by Zubok and Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin'’s Cold War, p. 31.

112 Concerning the impact on and the estimated magnitude of the losses incurred by
the East German economy because of Soviet occupation policy, see Adomeit, So-
viet Risk Taking and Crisis Behavior, pp. 127, 233-34.

113 US Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States: The Conference
of Berlin (Potsdam), Vol. I (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office,
1960), pp. 1478-98.

114 Ibid.

115 Letter from Clay to McCloy, 3 September 1945, in Smith, ed., The Clay Papers,
doc. 30, p. 64 (italics mine).
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ambassador to Moscow from 1933-34. In 1946, one of the officials told
the former German ambassador that

Germany should again become big and strong, and be friends with Soviet
Union. It should have the right to self-determination. In principle, the Soviet
government accepted the Weimar Constitution as a basis [for the political or-
ganization of] Germany but the constitutional question was one for Germany
to decide. However, the Soviet government could not compromise on the
[question of] reparations from current production, Russia had to be rebuilt
first, and then Germany, but not vice versa.'1®

It would be erroneous, however, to ascribe simplistic Marxist reasoning to
Stalin and to assert that he looked at economic issues without regard to
their political implications. The Soviet insistence on the breakup of trusts,
syndicates, cartels and monopolies, the dismantling of German industry
and demands for reparations as well as international control over the Ruhr
were all part of an overall objective: the weakening of Germany and, in
particular, the emasculation of her military-industrial potential. This was
frankly acknowledged by Molotov when he said that ‘The aim of com-
pletely disarming Germany militarily and economically should also be
served by the reparations plan. The fact that until now no such plan has
been drawn up, in spite of the repeated demands of the Soviet Govern-
ment, ... is a dangerous thing from the point of view of safeguarding the
future peace and security of nations.”!”

By 1948, however, the Soviet reparations policy in Germany had come
to a dead end, and it appears that the unfolding of the Berlin crisis of
1948-49 was not unrelated to it.!'® This was so because the blatantly ex-
ploitative nature of that policy had not only produced negative political
consequences for the competition between the two opposed socio-econo-
mic systems on German soil but had also begun to affect the economic
base of the Soviet zone itself. In 1946, Soviet reparation demands and pro-

116 Rudolf Nadolny, Mein Beitrag (Wiesbaden: Limes Verlag, 1955), p. 179 (italics
mine). This statement was made during one of Nadolny’s visits to Berlin-Karl-
shorst, the Soviet military headquarters.

117 At the 10 July 1946 meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers in Paris; see V.
M. Molotov, Problems of Foreign Policy: Speeches and Statements, April 1945 -
November 1948 (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1949), p. 66
(italics mine).

118 The treatment of economic developments in the Soviet zone draws on J. P. Nettl,
The Eastern Zone and Soviet Policy in Germany (London: Oxford University
Press, 1951), pp. 240-41.
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duction in the Soviet zone of occupation had risen sharply. In 1947, how-
ever, Soviet reparation policies changed. The removal of capital stock was
largely replaced by the extraction of commodities from current produc-
tion. During that time, although reparations extraction reached unprece-
dented heights, production still suffered only slightly. But after April
1948, the volume of industrial production in the occupied zone reached its
peak. It then dropped sharply and flattened out despite all efforts to re-
verse this trend. As events were to show, neither the currency reform in
the Soviet zone nor East Germany’s Two-Year Plan for 1949-50 achieved
their stated purpose of substantially increasing production. Stringent limits
of growth had resulted from the depletion of raw materials stocks and the
small net total of new and replacement investments after subtraction of
reparations in the form of capital goods. As the Soviet Union had not been
averse to taking food as reparations and continued to remove industrial
goods from current production, a wide gap in the standard of living be-
tween the Western zones and the Soviet zone could easily be predicted.

In contrast to the developments in the Soviet zone, economic recovery
in the Western zones had begun in the latter half of 1947. Industrial pro-
duction was catching up with that in the Soviet zone relative to the 1936
level. In June 1948, it surpassed that level, and production was given an
additional boost by the successful currency reform introduced in the same
month. As Germany was considered the key to the success of European
economic reconstruction, the prospects for the successful implementation
of the European Recovery Program (Marshall Plan), signed in April 1948,
and of the objectives of the Organization for European Economic Cooper-
ation (OECD), founded in the same month, appeared bright indeed.

Two points about the weakening of Germany still need to be made. One
concerns, in May 1946, the suspension — in effect, the end — of the dis-
mantling of capital equipment in the American zone, and with it repara-
tions deliveries to the Soviet Union and also to Western claimants from
that zone. Molotov was to deplore this decision at the Moscow Foreign
Ministers” Conference in March 1947. He complained that, since the Pots-
dam conference, the Soviet Union had received only the insignificant sum
of $7.5 million in reparations deliveries in exchange for commodities (pur-
suant to category A of the Potsdam Protocol) and $5 million in reparations
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free of charge (category B).!? But as the cooperation of the prime minis-
ters of the German Ldnder and other German political and economic lead-
ers was needed for the implementation of the London recommendations
for the establishment of a separate West German state, it was simply no
longer politically feasible to resume reparations deliveries to the Soviet
Union. If reparations from the whole of Germany were meant to be an ele-
ment of safeguarding Soviet security within the overall program of emas-
culating Germany, by 1948 matters looked bleak.

The same can be said for a second issue still to be considered: the con-
troversy about international control of the Ruhr. In the early four-power
discussions such control, as the extraction of reparations, was conceived
of only within the framework of the whole of Germany. Thus, from the
Western point of view, it appeared objectionable for the USSR to retain
complete control over the economy in the Soviet zone and demand addi-
tional rights in the economy of the Western zones. Clay was in full agree-
ment with predominant American and British (and on this issue also
French) views when he stated bluntly that ‘we should not enter into an
agreement for international control [of the Ruhr] until we know that such
an agreement will not involve Soviet representation in such control’.!20

Stalin, as early as April 1945, appeared to be pessimistic about the like-
ly effectiveness of political and economic measures to curb the military
and industrial potential of Germany. He assumed that defeated Germany
would ‘recover, and very quickly’ because of its high level of industrial-
ization and, as quoted above, its ‘extremely qualified and numerous work-
ing class and technical intelligentsia’.'?! He drew the conclusion from this
that the Germans would be ‘on their feet again’ in twelve to fifteen
years.!22 On another occasion, as Djilas reported, Stalin rose from the ta-
ble, ‘hitched up his pants as though he was about to wrestle or to box, and

119 Yuri Zhukov, reporting Molotov’s statements at the conference, Pravda, 31
March 1947. The figures may very well have corresponded to the facts.

120 Clay, Eyes Only, for Draper, Top Secret, CC 3129, 7 February 1948, in Smith,
ed., The Clay Papers, doc. 329, p. 556.

121 Djilas, Conversations with Stalin, p. 114.

122 Ibid. The Soviet foreign ministry official quoted above expressed a very similar
opinion to Nadolny. He told his German visitor that ‘the Soviet government was
not out to transform Germany into a Soviet satellite (es zu sowjetisieren). The
Germans at the moment were hungry and downcast, but gradually they would re-
cover, and then they would turn against Russia.” (Nadolny, Mein Beitrag,
pp. 178-79).
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exclaimed: ‘The war shall be soon over. We shall recover in fifteen or
twenty years, and then we’ll have another go at it.’!23 It is fair to infer
from all of this that, in Stalin’s mind, doubts about the viability of econo-
mic and political measures to control Germany, expectations for the
speedy recovery of Germany and apprehensions about the possibility or
even inevitability of another military conflict were all closely linked.

For all of these reasons, according to simple political logic, Stalin had
to resolve a fundamental conflict between economic and political priori-
ties: If Germany was to be preserved or re-established as a single nation-
state, the time to abandon a politically harmful economic policy had come
in the spring and summer of 1948. By that time, the insistent knocks at the
door of the three Western zones for the payment of reparations and the de-
mands for international control of the Ruhr had come to sound hollow and
anachronistic. A radical change in Soviet economic policy in Germany
was required if a united Germany was to respect the security interests of
the USSR and economically cooperate with it in good faith.

A similar conclusion had to be drawn if the division rather than the
emasculation of Germany was to be the main objective of Soviet policy in
Germany. If the creation of a West German state were to be answered by
the formation of an East German counterpart, the viability of such an enti-
ty also necessitated the abandonment of the counterproductive economic
policy. What evidence is there that such a course aiming at the division of
Germany was deliberately adopted by Stalin and, if so, at what time?

Option Three: Division and Dismemberment

As argued at the beginning of this section, it would be erroneous to say
that Soviet policy at the end of World War II had consciously and consis-
tently aimed at the dismemberment or division of Germany. On the con-
trary, as the end of the war approached, Stalin had increasingly rejected
this option. His rationale, to the extent that it can be accurately recon-
structed, was rooted primarily in applying lessons of the past. Historically,
war-time coalitions in Europe had a tendency to disintegrate after the
achievement of victory, and inter-allied agreements had proven difficult to
enforce as a consequence. As for Germany, the experience of Versailles

123 Djilas, Conversations with Stalin, pp. 114-15.
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had amply demonstrated the ineffectiveness of international controls. In
fact, international restrictions and tutelage had provided powerful stimuli
to revisionist and nationalist tendencies, even though the extent of territor-
ial reductions of Germany after World War I had been limited.

It was reasonable, therefore, to assume that the division or dismember-
ment of Germany after World War 11, too, would unleash powerful forces
of German nationalism and create new security risks. Stalin’s recognition
of this danger is reflected in his statement that ‘The experience of history
shows that Hitlers come and go but the German nation, the German state,
remains.”!24 It was foreshadowed earlier by the appeals to German nation-
alism rather than to ‘progressive forces’ as witnessed, in July 1943, by the
foundation of the Nationalkomitee Freies Deutschland (Free German Na-
tional Committee) and the Bund Deutscher Offiziere (Federation of Ger-
man Officers) in an attempt to bring about an early political solution to the
war!2’ and by Stalin eschewing the idea of dismemberment at Tehran, be-
ing reluctant about it at the Yalta conference and declaring on Victory Day
(9 May 1945) that the USSR ‘has no intention of either dismembering or
destroying Germany’.126

The Soviet concern about a possible recrudescence of German national-
ism and the difficulty of enforcing a division of Germany was evident also
in what Soviet UN ambassador, Andrei Vyshinsky, stated to British war
correspondent Alexander Werth in 1947: ‘If there isn’t a central German
government, there will be before long a militarist West German govern-
ment.’!'27 In the same year, Foreign Minister Molotov even opposed the
idea of a federalization of Germany as ‘dangerous’ because it would ‘play
into the hands of the militarists playing on the German people’s longing
for “German unity”’.128

Finally and perhaps most importantly, the argument that Stalin did not
intend to divide Germany is supported by the extent of the transfer of Ger-
man territory to Poland and the scale of the expulsion of ethnic Germans.

124 J. V. Stalin, The Great Patriotic War of the Soviet Union, 5th ed. (Moscow: For-
eign Languages Publishing House, 1950), p. 84.

125 See Bodo Scheurig, Freies Deutschland: Das Nationalkomitee und der Bund
Deutscher Offiziere in der Sowjetunion 1943-1945 (Munich: Nymphenburger
Verlag, 1960).

126 Pravda, 10 May 1945.

127 Werth, Russia: The Post-War Years, p. 234.

128 At the Foreign Ministers’ Conference in Moscow, March 1947, ibid., p. 236.
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If Soviet post-war policy had provided for an East German state under So-
viet protection, it would have been much better to establish an East Ger-
man state of roughly the same geographical extent, population, and econo-
mic potential as Poland. For Moscow, this would have meant agreeing on
the eastern rather than the western Neisse river as the border between the
two countries: the area separated by the two rivers would have made an
important difference because it would not only have added significantly to
East Germany’s natural resources and production capacity (the area in
question had a diverse industrial base) but also to its population (2.7 mil-
lion people were living in this area, almost all of them ethnic Germans).
The problem of the tenuous viability of the GDR, which came to haunt the
Soviet Union, but most acutely in the June 1953 popular revolt and the
Berlin crisis of 1961, could have been alleviated to a considerable extent
by adopting such a course of action.!2?

In retrospect, it appears that the stronger the momentum towards the
creation of a separate West German government, the more insistent the So-
viet demands for the preservation of German unity and the more insistent
the claims that the West was responsible for the division. Thus, at the De-
cember 1947 Foreign Ministers’ Conference in London, Molotov was re-
ported in Pravda as having advocated a ‘united, independent, and demo-
cratic Germany’ and the formation of an ‘all-German Consultative Coun-
cil’ but that this had been rejected by the West, and ‘instead Western Ger-
many was being turned into the breeding ground for another world
war’,130

Such charges were repeated in 1948. The note of the Soviet Govern-
ment to the three Western powers of early March and the justification pro-
vided by Marshal Sokolovsky for the termination of Soviet participation in
the Control Council at the end of that month took issue with the London
conference and charged that the West had deliberately excluded the USSR

129 In recognition of the importance of the border problem for the viability and legiti-
macy of a future East German state, the United States ambassador in Moscow,
Walter Bedell Smith, wrote in August 1948 that if the Western powers ‘should be
forced out of Berlin’ and, following the establishment of a Western German gov-
ernment, a communist dominated government were to be established in eastern
Germany, the ‘latter’s prestige and power of attraction throughout the country
might be vastly increased by the return of part of the area east of the Oder and
western Neisse rivers’; telegram to Secretary of State Marshall, Secret, 21 August
1948, US Department of State, Foreign Relations, 1948, Vol. IV, p. 910.

130 Pravda, 18 December 1947.
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from decision-making and even consultation on problems concerning Ger-
many as a whole.!3! On 26 March, that is, only a few days after
Sokolovsky’s dramatic walk-out from the Allied Control Council, Lieu-
tenant General Luk’ianchenko of the Soviet military administration in
Germany stated for the historical record: ‘The division of Germany is al-
ready an established fact and [it is clear to all that] the division was caused
by the USA, Britain, and France’.132

The fact that the USSR increasingly portrayed itself as the champion of
German unity and even advocated the holding of a referendum on this
question can be explained by the Soviet desire not to be held responsible
in a court of history for the powerful drift towards the division of Ger-
many, a drift which the Soviet Union itself had helped to set in motion.
But since the division of Germany contained the threat of territorial revi-
sionism and nationalism, it could still have appeared preferable from the
Soviet point of view, even in 1948, to be included in the making of deci-
sions concerning Germany as a whole rather than be excluded and faced
with a West German state hostile to the USSR by the very circumstances
of its creation. Maintenance of unity may also still have appeared advanta-
geous to the Soviet Union since it did not seem to have given up hope of
gaining access to reparations from the Western zones, and from the Ruhr
in particular.

A detached consideration of Soviet ‘national’ interests, therefore, would
have suggested maintaining a unified German state, neutral and non-com-
munist, based in its internal structure on a system somewhere between so-
cialism and capitalism, with a small army and police force for internal se-
curity and self-defense. This is the kind of policy suggested in essence by
Stalin in his note to the three Western powers on 10 March 1952, in pro-
posals made by his successors in 1954 and, as applied to Austria, in the
State Treaty of 1955. Was this option really ruled out by Stalin or fore-
closed by the post-war conditions?

131 The Soviet government’s note to the three Western powers was published in
Pravda, 9 March 1948; the Soviet version of the crucial events of 20 March (the
walkout of the Soviet representative at the Control Council) according to Pravda,
22 March 1948.

132 TASS report from Berlin, ibid., 29 March 1948. The phrase of ‘The division of
Germany is now an accomplished fact’ was the line of the day carried verbatim
by Neues Deutschland and Tdgliche Rundschau, and it was amplified in an article
by Pravda correspondent Yuri Korol’kov, Pravda, 1 April 1948.
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Option Four: Neutralization of Germany

In principle, the option of a unified Germany was not foreclosed. But
adopting it would have made it necessary for the Soviet Union to meet
certain conditions. It would have required repudiation of the ‘two camp’
theory with all its implications of militant tactics. It also presupposed a
willingness to cooperate with the Western powers in the establishment and
management of a new European order. More specifically, the prevention
of German revisionism might also have required the return of the areas
east of the Oder and Neisse rivers — areas which many Germans, with
Western allied encouragement, had already begun to consider as only
‘temporarily under Soviet and Polish administration’. Even those Germans
who, like Nadolny, were favourably inclined towards the Soviet Union,
considered the return of most of these areas an indispensable precondition
for an overall Russian-German settlement. This was clearly stated in
Nadolny’s memorandum of 30 April 1947 to Molotov, in which he ex-
pressed his conviction that the

intended expulsion of nine million Germans from their traditional homeland
and the de facto separation of the eastern German provinces will never be ac-
cepted by the German people. However, the German people are prepared to
sacrifice as much territory as would be necessary for Polish access to the sea.
It is to be hoped that the Russian statesmen will find an appropriate solu-
tion.133

In the light of what has been said here about the non-viability of a revolu-
tionary transformation of the whole of Germany and the anti-Soviet and,
by implication, anti-Russian bias of German nationalism, the option of
neutralization, if adopted in the post-war era, would in all likelihood have
resulted in a Germany that was orienting itself toward the West. Such a de-
velopment would probably have been no different than the one that could
be observed in Finland and Austria, and indeed also in West Germany. The
difference, a crucial one in Stalin’s eyes, was one of scale. To prevent a
country without a major industrial base and with a population of only
about 7 million (Austria) or 5 million (Finland) from becoming a threat to
Soviet security was quite a different proposition from one that involved a
country with a heavy industrial base and a population of approximately 80
million people.

133 Nadolny, Mein Beitrag, p. 180 (italics mine).
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The maintenance or reestablishment of German unity in the post-war
era, if it involved an expression of preferences by the German people,
would undoubtedly have led to a substantial defeat for the Soviet-type sys-
tem in the eastern zone. There is much merit to the argument, therefore,
that Stalin, rather than risking such a development, chose what appeared to
him a lesser risk, namely, to hold fast to the area occupied by the Red
Army, complete a series of pacts ‘with all the states at its western border,
from the Black Sea to the Baltic and, after the conclusion of the Soviet-
Finnish treaty, right up to the Arctic ocean, deal a ‘powerful blow to all
instigators of a new world war’13* and make the resulting sphere of influ-
ence safe for the USSR by incorporating the whole of Berlin — were it not
for the equally valid argument in Stalin’s view that the enforcement of the
division of Germany was improbable or impossible.

Given these apparently insoluble dilemmas for Soviet security in the
post-war era, it would have been entirely understandable if Soviet policy
had merely drifted into acceptance of the division of Germany as in-
evitable, trying to contain emerging dangers by pursuing conciliatory pol-
icies. Instead, militant rhetoric was employed almost throughout the early
post-war period and, in the 1948-49 Berlin blockade, a strategy of coer-
cion was adopted, utilizing conventional military superiority in the area
and Soviet leverage over ‘progressive forces’ as means of forcing Western
compliance to ill-defined Soviet demands. Perhaps this strategy cannot be
explained entirely in rational terms, as a policy arrived at by the careful
weighing of ends and means. Beyond the vague feeling or anxiety that
Germany had been a threat to Soviet security in the past and that it was
likely to be one in the future, Stalin may never really have had a clear con-
ception on how to approach, let alone solve, the German problem.

To that extent, one would also be looking in vain for a single ‘decision’
that decided the issue of whether Germany should be divided or remain
whole. The division occurred as a consequence of a process of interaction
which, in turn, was driven in large measure by the pressures and require-
ments generated by the Ideological and Imperial paradigm. Their impact
on the process will be analyzed in the following sections.

134 That was the clarion call sounded in the communist party journal, ‘Sovetskaia
politika ravnopraviia natsii’, Bol shevik, No. 9 (1948), p. 5.
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3. The Paradigm Applied: East Germany and Eastern Europe

The paradigm provided powerful reasons for integrating East Germany in-
to a Soviet sphere of influence. The primary function of this sphere, as
Shevardnadze later deplored, became that of a ‘buffer zone’, ‘a chain of
“allied” countries that would protect us from the West and [justify] the de-
ployment of large Soviet troop contingents in those countries’.!35 Such a
conception also ‘implied that the Soviet Army had not liberated certain
countries of Europe but seized them as war trophies’.!13¢ It also conforms
to the basic attitude of the architects of Soviet imperial policies in the
post-war era as reflected in private conversation and memoirs, that is, a
rigid and doctrinaire outlook on international affairs.

Stalin, for example, is reported in the summer of 1945 at a meeting at
one of his dachas as having pinned a map to the wall showing the prospec-
tive post-war frontiers. Stepping back, he pointed to the north and said that
he liked what he saw. The same was true for what he found in the north-
west: ‘The Baltic area — Russian from time immemorial!” He then looked
to the east: “All of Sakhalin, the Kurile Islands, Port Arthur, and Dalny are
ours. Well done! China, Mongolia, the Chinese Eastern Railway — all un-
der [our] control.” Then, stabbing a finger at the southern Caucasus, he ex-
claimed: ‘But Aere is where I don’t like our frontiers!”!37

The imperial mind-set of the supreme leader (vozhd) was shared by
Molotov. He explained the origins of the cold war by saying, paradoxical-
ly, that the Western leaders were responsible because ‘we were on the of-
fensive’ and then went on to clarify the history of the creation of the Sovi-
et empire in Eastern Europe: ‘They were, of course, bitter about us, but we
had to consolidate our conquests. Create our own, socialist Germany out
of a part of [the whole country]. Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Yu-

135 Shevardnadze, Moi vybor, pp. 210-11.

136 Ibid., p. 211.

137 As reported by Foreign Minister Viacheslav M. Molotov, Sto sorok besed s Molo-
tovym. Iz dnevnika F. Chueva (Moscow: Terra, 1991), p. 14. This book essentially
can be regarded as having a memoir quality. It contains the transcripts of 139
conversations (and a neighbor’s remarks at Molotov’s funeral) between the for-
mer Soviet foreign minister and Felix Chuev. For details about the background of
the ‘memoirs’ and excerpts from the book see Woodford McClellan, ‘Molotov
Remembers’, Cold War International History Project Bulletin, No. 1 (Spring
1992), pp. 17-20.
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goslavia — they were feeble, we had to restore order everywhere.’'3% And
what were the limits to such a ‘restoration’? They were obviously not set
by moral considerations and, in principle, unlimited. Thus, when Averell
Harriman asked Stalin whether he was pleased with the fact that while ear-
lier the Germans had been at the gates of Moscow, he was now engaged
with the Western powers in an effort to divide Berlin, he replied coldly:
“Tsar Aleksandr went [all the way] to Paris.’!3° The limits of imperial con-
solidation and expansion, therefore, were set by expediency. This is con-
firmed by Molotov. ‘Of course, you have to know when to stop. In this re-
gard I think Stalin observed strict limits.” 140

The structure of the emerging empire conformed to the ideological part
of the paradigm and required close approximation of the dependencies to
the Soviet system. For tactical reasons, some experimentation and devia-
tion was allowed in East Germany and other parts of Eastern Europe, but
only until about 1948.14! From then on, the principle of ‘proletarian inter-
nationalism’ was to govern the relations between the Soviet Union and the
satellite countries. This carried with it the sub-principle of limited
sovereignty and the Soviet Union’s self-proclaimed right of armed inter-
vention when the socialist order appeared threatened. Although the latter
principle, held to be separate from and superior to ‘bourgeois’ internation-
al law, was formally asserted only in the Warsaw Pact intervention in
Czechoslovakia (the Brezhnev Doctrine), in practice it existed from the
very beginning of the imposition of Soviet control in Eastern Europe.

One of the important issues connected with the ideological part of the
paradigm concerns the issue of popular consent. Marxism-Leninism and
traditional imperial exigencies again reinforced each other. The will of the
people(s) in the peripheral areas is typically of little or no concern to the
centre. The rationale of empire is to enhance the power and glory of the
centre and to discourage and suppress processes of emancipation at the pe-
riphery. In the Soviet case, this rationale was enhanced not only by the
universalist pretensions and anti-nationalist content of Marxist-Leninist
ideology but also by the Leninist disdain for ‘spontaneity’ and ‘subjec-
tivism’ as opposed to the allegedly objective requirements of history.

138 [Molotov], Sto sorok besed, p. 86.

139 Ibid., p. 103.

140 TIbid.

141 Zbigniew K. Brzezinski, The Soviet Bloc: Unity and Conflict, rev. ed. (New York:
Praeger, 1961).
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It is useful in this context to present some evidence from secret reports
of the Soviet Military Administration in Germany about the conditions
and results of Soviet policies in this strategically important outpost of em-
pire.42 One of these reports referred to talks between SMA officers and
Prime Minister Steinhof of the Land Brandenburg concerning ‘the attitude
of the German population to the Soviet occupation powers’, drawing on a
‘number of materials from various districts of the Brandenburg Land’.!43
Despite the severe constraints on the free flow of information under Stal-
inism, the report was quite sanguine about popular German attitudes. It
cited the Oberbiirgermeister (chief mayor) of the city of Forst, Worter
(SED), as having stated at a meeting of Volksvertreter (people’s deputies)
to the city assembly: ‘We can’t go on this way. The Russians only give or-
ders, and we have to be quiet, listen and, without any complaint, carry out
these orders.” These remarks by a communist party member ‘were met by
stormy applause’ among the CDU and LDP deputies. Similarly, at a meet-
ing in Greifenberg, the representative of the SED was reportedly verbally
attacked by members of the CDU who called the communist party mem-
bers ‘hirelings of the Kremlin’ and shouted: ‘Down with the Traitors of
the Fatherland!’144

SMA reports also accurately reflected the popular attitude to Russians
and the Soviet Union. Thus, at a meeting of the FDJ (Freie Deutsche Ju-

142 The reports are to be found in the CPSU archives renamed Russian Center for the
Preservation of Contemporary Documents (Tsentr khraneniia sovremennoi doku-
mentatsii — TSKhSD) in Moscow. This author was able freely to use see the docu-
ments in 1992. However, by the spring of 1993 usage policy in all the Russian
archives had changed. Thus, when returning in that year to continue with the
work, the registry (fondy) of documents had pencil marks next to military-securi-
ty related documents to the effect that they could ‘not be checked out to the read-
ing room’.

143 ‘Prem’er ministr zemli Brandenburg d-r Steingof [Steinhof] ob otnoshenii nemet-
skogo naseleniia k sovetskim okkupatsionnym vlastam’, Biuro informatsii SVA,
Biulleten’, No. 23, 18 June 1948, Top Secret, CPSU Archives, Tsentral’nyi
Komitet VKP (b), Otdel vneshnei politiki [hereafter TsK VKP] (b), Otdel vnesh-
nei politiki], fond 17, opis 128, ed. khr. 579. It is unclear whether the SMA offi-
cial engaged in what was typical of the Soviet period, that is, when party and
government policy was to be criticized, critics refrained from doing so directly,
quoting third party views instead. As the subsequent assessment of why it was
‘not easy to re-educate the German people’ would seem to indicate, the SMA of-
ficer most likely agreed with prime minister Steinhof’s view that Soviet occupa-
tion policy in Germany was ‘disastrous’.

144 Tbid.
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gend, the communist youth organization) in Wittenberg, the chairman of
the CDU is reported to have objected to the idea of holding a bicycle race
in support of the all-German referendum on German unity (on the referen-
dum see below). His argument was that the Russians would stop the bike
riders along the way and take away their bikes: ‘They are very keen on
these things’, was the problem. Bikes, of course, he went on to deplore,
‘are not the only things the Russians take’.!145

On the basis of such information the Soviet Military Administration
lamented the fact that ‘it is not easy to re-educate the German people in
the spirit of friendship and respect for the Soviet Union’. In essence, it saw
three reasons for this difficulty: (1) the ‘anti-Soviet propaganda’ before
the war, which had exerted a powerful influence on popular images; (2)
quoting Steinhof, a ‘disastrous’ occupation policy which had reinforced
the prevalent negative stereotypes; and (3) skilful exploitation of SMA
‘mistakes and shortcomings’ by the opponents of the new order.!4¢

Some background information is appropriate with respect to the second
of Steinhof’s observations. Even before Soviet occupation policy began to
take shape, large-scale plundering and rape committed by Red Army sol-
diers had seriously damaged the chances of Russian-German reconcilia-
tion and the successful introduction of a Soviet-type system.!47 When the
Soviet army entered East Prussia and crossed the Vistula into Silesia and
Pomerania, it was common for Soviet soldiers when they entered towns
and villages to rape girls and women, killing many in the process, pillage
the homes for personal possessions, food, and alcohol, and leave the place
in flames. They acted in conformity with Ilya Ehrenburg’s calls for retri-
bution, which were widely disseminated in the armed forces: ‘We shall
kill. If you have not killed at least one German a day, you have wasted that
day ... If you kill one German, kill another — there is nothing funnier for us
than a pile of German corpses.’!*® Since Stalin had rejected any criticism
of the savage behaviour of the Soviet troops in Eastern Europe and the

145 Tbid.

146 Ibid.

147 The account of the large-scale plundering and rape in which the Soviet soldiers
engaged in the areas conquered in 1944-45 follows the detailed study by
Naimark, The Russians in Germany, pp. 69-140. Ehrenburg was active in war
journalism throughout World War II.

148 Ehrenburg as quoted ibid., p. 72.
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north-eastern part of Yugoslavia,'#? it was not surprising that he would re-
spond even more negatively to complaints by East German communists. ‘I
will not allow anyone to drag the reputation of the Red Army in the mud’,
he is reported as having said.!® The rampages and rapes committed by
marauding and often drunk soldiers did not stop with the conquest of
Berlin and Germany’s formal surrender on 9 May. Although many Soviet
officers and Stalin had come to realize even before the end of the war that
letting the armed forces run berserk eroded army discipline and harmed
Soviet interests in Germany, it was not until the troops were confined to
strictly guarded posts and camps during the winter of 1946-47 that Ger-
man women were freed from the persistent threat of rape.!3!

Lasting damage to the chances for Russian-German reconciliation and
successful economic reconstruction in the Soviet zone of occupation was
done also by the rapacious reparations policy discussed in the previous
section. The policy went beyond the dismantling of industrial plants and
the shipment of products from current production to the Soviet Union. It
also included the deportation of nuclear scientists, missile engineers, and
technicians. For instance, in October 1946, in a carefully planned opera-
tion code-named Osoviakhim, thousands of German scientists and techni-
cians were rounded up and, with their families and possessions, trans-
ferred to the Soviet Union in ninety-two trains and, in special cases, in air-
planes.!32 Finally, it included the requisition of forced labour. In fact, per-
haps nothing can demonstrate more convincingly Stalin’s determination to
use German resources for strengthening Soviet power than the utilization
of German labour for the extraction of uranium and, thus, for the building
nuclear weapons.

Ever since the United States had tested the atom bomb and used nuclear
weapons in the war against Japan, Stalin considered manufacture of Soviet
equivalents a high-priority project.!>3 General Leslie Groves, the chief ad-
ministrator of the American nuclear weapons program, had thought at the

149 Djilas, Conversations with Stalin, pp. 95, 101.

150 The source for this is Wolfgang Leonhard, Child of the Revolution (Chicago: H.
Regnery, 1958), p. 365, as quoted by Naimark, The Russians in Germany, p. 71.

151 Naimark, The Russians in Germany, p. 79.

152 Tbid., pp. 220-35.

153 See the carefully researched reconstruction of this top political and military prior-
ity by David Holloway, Stalin and the Bomb: The Soviet Union and Atomic Ener-
gy, 1939-1956 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994).
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end of the war that it would take the Soviet Union about ten years to pro-
duce an atomic bomb. He estimated that the Czech and Russian supplies
of uranium constituted no more than 5 percent of the world’s supply and
that, as a result, even if the Soviets could produce a bomb, based on their
small stores of uranium, they would never be able to keep up with Western
bomb production.'?* A Russian informant confirmed Groves’s assessment
of the Soviet predicament when he told American intelligence that ‘the
biggest drawback to making a Soviet atom bomb is the tremendous lack of
pure uranium available to the Soviet Union’. However, the western Erzge-
birge region of Saxony, located across the mountains of the Jachymow
mines in Czechoslovakia, contained huge deposits of pitchblende, material
usable for pure uranium extraction. In the first months of 1947, the entire
region was cordoned off by Soviet military units, while the mining dis-
tricts themselves were placed under the administration of Moscow’s State
Security Ministry (NKVD) and guarded by troops of the Ministry of the
Interior (MVD). Within a relatively short time, the region was turned into
one of the richest uranium producing areas in the world and became an al-
most indispensable asset for the Soviet nuclear weapons project. This was
made possible only because tens of thousands of workers were forcibly re-
cruited for work in the mines and thereby exposed to dangerous levels of
radiation. The NKVD administrators were completely unresponsive to
complaints noo matter whether they were voiced by ordinary citizens or
East German communist party officials. In the secret police’s and Stalin’s
view, the extraction of strategically important resources took precedence
over long-term political interests. The viability and legitimacy of the East
German communist regime, therefore, was subordinated to Soviet military
requirements.

There was no particular need to engage in any skilful exploitation of
Soviet ‘mistakes and shortcomings’ — the third point Steinhof had made.
The policies of the Soviet occupation authorities and their East German
communist collaborators themselves were sufficient. Colonel Tiul’panov,
the chief of the SMA’s information department, for all practical purposes
confirmed this in his reports to Moscow about the Referendum on German
Unity. The referendum had been decided upon by a Second People’s
Congress in March 1948 and was held from 23 May to 13 June 1948. The

154 Citations and the subsequent analysis according to Naimark, The Russians in
Germany, pp. 235-36.

96

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

3. The Paradigm Applied: East Germany and Eastern Europe

effectiveness of the referendum campaign could be taken as an indicator
of the degree of political support for the SED in the spring of 1948 in the
Western zones of occupation, the Soviet zone and in Berlin.!>3

The results in the British zone, the only Western zone where the refer-
endum was allowed by the occupation authorities, turned out as expected.
Support for the ‘German unity’ drive, as reported by Tiul’panov, was in
the single-digit range. Not much better, as shown in Table 1, were the re-
sults in the three Western sectors of Berlin.

Table 1: Results of the May-June 1948 Referendum in Berlin

Soviet sector 681 000 79.8%
British sector 54 000 12.2%
American sector 48 000 6.6%
French sector 34 000 10.3%

In contrast, the results in the Soviet sector were extremely encouraging
from the SMA’s and the SED’s point of view: A total of 681 000 voters
(out of an estimated total population of 1.1 million of the Soviet sector)
had shown up, and 79.8 percent of those had supported the unity drive.
Tiul’panov, however, knew and reported the actual state of affairs in
Berlin. The referendum had revealed that a ‘significant part of the popula-
tion” was negatively disposed towards the Soviet occupation power and
the SED. There ‘appeared to be a lack of influence of the FDJ on broad
segments of the youth’. When propagating the referendum, communist
party workers had been told: “We are all for unity. You don’t need to per-
suade us. Let the Russians pack up and leave, and we’ll have unity imme-
diately.”13¢

The chief of the SMA’s information department was also suspicious
about the high percentage of signatures in the Soviet zone of occupation.
The results contradicted reality. He candidly described the ‘negative atti-
tude among certain segments of the population towards the Soviet occupa-
tion powers, the SED, and the democratic camp’. Such attitudes, he
thought, could be observed especially among ‘the refugees, church organi-
zations and the religious denominations’. The Protestant Church, in partic-

155 SMAG, Department of Information, Report by Colonel Tiul’panov, chief of the
information department, to Comrade Baranov, CPSU Central Committee, 12 May
1948, CPSU Archives, Otdel vneshnei politiki, fond 17, opis 128, ed. khr. 568.

156 Ibid. (italics mine).
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ular, was regarded by him as being able to play an important role in shap-
ing popular perceptions. Finally, Tiul’panov pointed to the expulsion of
Germans from their homeland in the east — ‘ethnic cleansing’ as one
would say today — as posing serious problems for the occupation authori-
ties. He quoted one of the refugees from East Prussia as saying: ‘We
refugees would vote for the unity of Germany if the referendum question
would say that the borders of Germany will be moved to the east.’!>7

Despite the candour, even Tiul’panov remained captive to traditional
Bolshevik misperceptions or perhaps, contrary to better judgment, consid-
ered it expedient to adhere to them in his reports to Moscow. He, too, con-
structed unconvincing rationalizations, advocated unworkable remedies
and engaged in what German critics have called parteichinesisch (party
political jargon or gibberish). True to standard Marxist-Leninist and Stal-
inist rhetoric, he tried to convince his superiors that, despite all the atti-
tudes of German youth, the refugees and the petite bourgeoisie, ‘the refer-
endum was supported by the working class and peasantry’.138 In other re-
ports he even suggested that not all was lost in the relationship with Ger-
man social democracy. Adopting a traditional Leninist approach, he de-
tected a ‘growing rift between the provocative, anti-Soviet course of the
leadership of the SPD and the rank and file’ of the party. He also reassur-
ingly sensed a schism between the followers of Kurt Schumacher (one of
the SPD leaders firmly committed to a Western orientation), the ‘Shu-
makherovtsy’, as he called them, and the party base.!> Irrespective of the
glaring deficiencies of the Soviet system, the deep inter-war rift between
German social democracy and communism Russian style as well as the
behaviour of the Soviet forces after the war, the comforting notion was be-
ing conveyed to Moscow that the strategic line on Germany was sound
and that what was needed was simply to correct ‘tactical’ mistakes, errors
and shortcomings, ‘improve party political work’ and ‘strengthen organi-
zational activity’. One of the pieces of advice of the SMA correspondingly
reads: ‘The Central Committee of the SED must work out a clear ideo-
logical platform for work with the social democrats and take organization-
al measures that will ensure the mobilization of regional and lower eche-
lons of the SED for this work.”160

157 Ibid.
158 Ibid.
159 Tbid.
160 Ibid.
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The SMA expressed similarly utopian views on the CDU, its ‘conserva-
tive’ party creation in the Soviet zone. Under the erroneous assumption
that the ‘pro-American’ and ‘anti-democratic line’ of the adherents of par-
ty leader Jakob Kaiser, the Kaizerovtsy, had been defeated, the eastern
CDU was now considered to be ‘in a position to act as a wedge that can
begin to loosen the front of Christian Democratic parties in West Germany
and perhaps, in the future, in other European Christian Democratic Parties
as well’.161

Finally, SMA portrayals of the economic state of affairs were character-
ized by the same wishful thinking characteristic of such political reports.
In conformity with the Ideological and Imperial paradigm, emphasis was
put on the ‘correctness’ of the main strategic line and the ‘progress’ made
in its implementation. Only some ‘temporary’ or ‘transitory’ problems had
to be overcome. One report reassured the imperial centre that ‘The
achievements in industrial work in 1947 provide the basis for stating that
the economy of the Soviet Zone is developing on a correct path; the public
sector is preeminent, and the private sector is losing its commanding pos-
ition.”162 But another report revealed that not everything was well at the
periphery. ‘The supply of the population of the Soviet zone of occupation
in several Ldnder’, it stated, even though ‘not catastrophic’, had neverthe-
less ‘significantly deteriorated’.163

These glimpses into the day-to-day problems of the administration of
empire and the kind of reporting provided to the centre confirm the validi-
ty of the present working hypothesis: the division of Germany occurred
not by design but by default. The partition was determined by the require-

161 SMAG, Department of Information, Report by Colonel Tiul’panov, chief of the
information department, to Comrade Baranov, CPSU Central Committee,
‘Polozhenie v Khristianstvo-Demokraticheskom Soiuze Sovetskoi zony okkupat-
sii 1 Berlina’, 23 April 1948, Secret, CPSU Archives, Otdel vneshnei politiki,
fond 17, opis 128, ed. khr. 568.

162 Report by V. Semenov [political counselor at the SMAG] and G. Arkad’ev [his
deputy] to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Comrade V.M. Molotov; Secretary of
the CPSU Central Committee, M.A. Suslov; and Deputy Minister of Foreign Af-
fairs, A. la. Vyshshinskii, Secret, ‘Kratkii ekonomicheskii obzor po sovetskoi
zone okupatsii Germanii’, 27 March 1948, CPSU Archives, Otdel vneshnei poli-
tiki, fond 17, opis 128, ed. khr. 573.

163 SMAG, Information Bureau, ‘K voprosu o prodovol’stvennom polozhenii v
Sovetskoi zone’, Biulleten’, No. 32, August 1948, pp. 1-10, CPSU Archives, Ot-
del vneshnei politiki, fond 17, opis 128, ed. khr. 578.
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ments of a narrowly circumscribed paradigm, and once the division of
Germany had become a fait accompli, it was maintained by bureaucratic
inertia.

Since bureaucrats are the agents of inertia, some words are in order
about the personnel responsible for both policy formulation and imple-
mentation. One of the features characteristic for imperial appointments,
such as the satraps in Persia or the provincial governors in the Roman em-
pire, is the fact that officials are often sent abroad to distant and undesir-
able provinces as punishment for mistakes or failures or, if dispatched to
more important and desirable places, as a reward for faithful service. Typi-
cally, the officials’ ability to impose the will of the centre, rather than their
special knowledge of or sensitivity to local conditions, is the primary cri-
terion for their appointment abroad. This also applied to Soviet practices
in Eastern Europe. Former SMA political advisor Semenov, for instance,
in a matter of fact reported that Stalin ‘transferred the operational work
[i.e. everyday business] of the SMA to the Chief of the Political Depart-
ment of the Fifth Shock Army, General Fedor Efimovich Bokov’. Why?
Stalin had known Bokov ‘since the beginning of the war, when he was a
secretary in the party committee of the General Staff of the Red Army. He
had at times reported to Stalin and he [Stalin had] liked him. He always
had his hands at the seams of his trousers, no redundant words, let alone
demands.’!%* What about Bokov’s special qualifications for the assign-
ment to Germany? None whatsoever. ‘His most important shortcoming
was surely that he didn’t know Germany and that he was also unwilling to
immerse himself in its problems.’ 16

Another feature of Soviet control consisted in the fact that, as Shevard-
nadze knew well when he assumed office as foreign minister, that ‘top
party officials were appointed to ambassadorial posts in Eastern Europe,
and those appointments were made exclusively by the Politburo’. Their
subordination to the party leadership in Moscow determined the way deci-
sions were made: ‘Former party officials appealed to higher party levels in
all questions, bypassing the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. And in the coun-
tries where they were posted they would often act in a similar way, going

164 According to Semenov, this is how staff officers described him in their memoirs;
Semjonow, Von Stalin bis Gorbatschow, p. 222.
165 Ibid., p. 224.
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directly to the top and ignoring the foreign ministries of the host coun-
try."“

Centralization of decision making contributed to this closed system of
imperial personnel selection and control. Information passed upward in
the decision-making hierarchy, with several drafts working their way up to
the top through formalized resolutions of the Central Committee of the
CPSU and the Council of Ministers of the USSR. The most important de-
cisions ultimately had to be approved by Stalin personally or, after his
death, ‘collectively’ in the Politburo. Once a decision was made, the prin-
ciple of ‘democratic centralism’ provided that there should be no further
discussion and no ‘factionalism’ in the party organs and state institutions
but strict implementation in accordance with the letter and spirit of the de-
cision. As for decision-making on the German problem, Semenov aptly
observed that

Stalin personally kept German matters in his hands. In accordance with [his]
orders, Vyacheslav Molotov dealt with them in the Politburo of the CC ... Pol-
icy questions and important operational actions would regularly be discussed
in meetings with Stalin. From the German side, Wilhelm Pieck, Otto Grote-
wohl, and Walter Ulbricht would be present. The Soviet participants as a rule
were Stalin, Molotov as well as, from the SMA, Vasili Sokolovsky [the head
of the Soviet Military Administration in Germany] and I [Semenov]. [Marshal
Georgi K.] Zhukov [the supreme commander of the Soviet forces in Ger-
many]| settled many questions directly with Stalin [from headquarters in
Berlin] and was seldom called to the discussions in Moscow. '

After having provided the basic reasons why the division of Germany oc-
curred, examined the conceptual frame of reference and the mind-set of
the top decision-makers as well as described the ineptitude of the subordi-
nates supporting the establishment of empire, it is now appropriate to fo-
cus on some of the most important milestones in the hardening of the div-
ision, as well as on those instances that seemed to indicate that the Soviet
leadership was perhaps reconsidering the risks, costs and benefits of its
position in Germany.

166 Shevardnadze, Moi vybor, pp. 194-95.
167 Ibid., pp. 230-31.
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4. The Impact of the Berlin Blockade and the Korean War

One of the milestones on the road to the division of Germany and a water-
shed of European history is the Berlin blockade of 1948-49. The main ana-
lytical problem that this ill-advised Soviet venture poses is whether it was
meant to be a lever with which to impede the Western processes for the
formation of a separate West German state and prevent the door from be-
ing firmly shut on German political and economic unity, or whether Berlin
was the prize of the endeavour, with the city to be merged with the Soviet
zone of occupation in an effort to consolidate the Soviet empire. There is
evidence for both interpretations.!68

Evidence for the lever theory of the Berlin blockade and the Soviet
preference for maintaining German political and economic unity can be
found in the letter by the chief of the SMAG, Marshal V.D. Sokolovsky, to
his British counterpart, General Robertson. On 29 June 1948, eleven days
after the promulgation of the currency reform in the Western zones and the
beginning of the blockade as a response, Sokolovsky wrote: ‘I would like
to assure you that your opinion regarding the restrictions of movements of
the German population is correct’; they are of a ‘temporary nature and tak-
en for the protection of the currency of the Soviet zone’.1%% Later Soviet
sources, such as the authoritative Short History of the USSR, summed up
the currency argument as follows:

On 20 June 1948 [18 June is the correct date] a secretly prepared money re-
form was suddenly announced in the three Western Zones. The devalued old
German marks instantly flooded Eastern Germany, creating a danger to its
economy. The Soviet occupation authorities were compelled to take urgent
measures. To block off currency profiteers all vehicles and passengers arriv-
ing from Western Germany were thoroughly checked.!7?

168 See also in detail Adomeit, Soviet Risk Taking and Crisis Behavior, the chapter
on the origins, course of events and consequences of the Berlin crisis of 1948,
pp. 67-182.

169 Pravda, 1 July 1948 (italics mine); for the economic interpretation, see also Mar-
shal Sokolovsky’s letters to the American military governor in Germany, General
Lucius D. Clay, of 20 and 22 June 1948, Pravda, 22 and 23 June 1948.

170 Academy of Sciences of the USSR, Institute of History , ed., A Short History of
the USSR, Part II (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1965), p. 274. For the economic
justification of the blockade, see also V.G. Trukhanovskii, ed., Istoriia mezh-
dunarodnykh otnoshenii i vneshnei politiki SSSR, Vol. III: 1945-1963 (Moscow:
Izdatel’stvo "Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia," 1964), p. 221.
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The currency issue was put into a broader economic context. In late 1947,
as the former US Secretary of State, Byrnes, recalls, Molotov responded to
a question about the ‘real Soviet motives in Europe’ that he (Molotov)
‘was willing to give up practically anything else’ in order to get a quadri-
partite arrangement on the Ruhr.!”! During the Berlin crisis, half a year
later, the Soviet government returned to this issue in its note of 14 July to
the Western powers, complaining that ‘such a very important centre of
German military industry as the Ruhr district has been removed from the
control of the four powers’.!7? In discussions with the three Western am-
bassadors, held from 2 to 30 August 1948 in Moscow, Stalin and Molotov
also mentioned the Ruhr repeatedly.!”3

Political and economic objectives were inextricably linked. Thus, the
communiqué of the Foreign Ministers’ Conference of the Soviet Union,
Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Poland, Romania, and
Hungary, held from 23 to 24 June 1948 in Warsaw, touched upon econo-
mic issues but went on to deplore the Western allies’ policy toward Ger-
many as expressed in the London agreement of 7 June. By their an-
nounced plans for the merger of the three Western zones and the projected
creation of a separate West German state, the communiqué stated, the
United States, Britain, and France had ‘complete[d] the division and dis-
memberment of Germany’; they had ‘encourage[d] German revanchist el-
ements’ and ‘subordinate[d] the economy of Western Germany to the aims
of the USA and Britain’; they had acted in an ‘anti-democratic spirit’; and,
last but not least, they had committed a ‘gross violation of the Yalta and
Potsdam agreements’.!74

Political issues ostensibly designed to maintain German unity were also
advanced by Marshal Sokolovsky at the conference of the four military
governors near Potsdam on 3 July. He stated tersely that the traffic restric-
tions would continue until the Western allies ‘abandoned [their] plans for a
West German government’.!75 Similarly, in their discussions with the three

171 Walter Millis, ed., The Forrestal Diaries (New York: Viking Press, 1951), p. 347.

172 Pravda, 16 July 1948.

173 According to Charles E. Bohlen, State Department Counsellor at that time, as
quoted in Millis, ed., The Forrestal Diaries, p. 347.

174 Statement of the Foreign Ministers of the USSR, Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslo-
vakia, Yugoslavia, Poland, Romania, and Hungary, Pravda, 25 June 1948.

175 Lucius D. Clay, Decision in Germany (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1950),
p. 367.
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Western ambassadors in August, Stalin and Molotov reaffirmed the point
made in the Soviet note of 14 July to the effect that the conversations re-
garding Berlin were of ‘no useful purpose except within the framework of
conversations regarding all of Germany’.!7¢ According to the account by
Walter Bedell Smith, the United States ambassador to the Soviet Union
and a participant in the Moscow discussions, Stalin made it clear ‘in no
uncertain terms’ that the Western powers had ‘forfeited their right to occu-
py Berlin’ by their introduction of a new currency in Berlin and by their
‘decision to set up a Western German government at Frankfurt’.!”7 Smith
also thought that ‘we could have produced an agreement in fifteen minutes
at any time by an offer to abandon the London decisions’.!78

However, the interpretation of the Soviet blockade as having been im-
posed for the purpose of gaining Berlin as a prize can be made equally
persuasive. The SMA stridently maintained that Greater Berlin ‘lies in the
Soviet zone of occupation’ and ‘economically forms part of it’. It added
that the ‘whole mechanism of joint administration’ of Berlin and Germany
had collapsed and ‘with it any legitimate basis for the continued presence
of the American, British, and French authorities in Berlin’. It then arrived
at the ultima ratio of the argument, declaring that ‘the Soviet Military Ad-
ministration is the only legitimate occupation authority [in Berlin]. As a
consequence its orders have the force of law for the whole of Berlin’.17
Such statements clearly implied that Berlin was to be incorporated into the
Soviet zone of occupation. Alexander Werth, a former British war corre-
spondent, accordingly wrote that, “having accepted the fait accompli of a
separate Western Germany, the Russians tried to put an end to the Berlin
“anomaly” with their 1948 blockade of the former Reich capital’.180

Faced with the persuasiveness of both interpretations, a Western scholar
has argued that, from the Soviet point of view, Berlin was both, a lever
and a prize."18! This argument is close to this author’s conclusions. Stalin
simply had not made up his mind as to what would result from the pres-

176 Walter Bedell Smith, My Three Years in Moscow (Philadelphia, Pa: Lippincott,
1950), p. 241.

177 1Ibid., p. 244.

178 W.B. Smith, My Three Years in Moscow, p. 253.

179 Tdégliche Rundschau (SMAG newspaper), 24 June 1948.

180 Alexander Werth, Russia, the Post-War Years (London: Robert Hale, 1971),
p. 248.

181 Walter Phillips Davison, The Berlin Blockade: A Study in Cold War Politics
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1958), p. 144 (italics mine).
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sure tactics. Western analysts of Soviet foreign policy have often sought to
identify a single objective underlying Soviet foreign policy initiatives and
failed to neglect the possibility that the Soviet leaders may have pursued
several goals simultaneously, or were simply testing what could be
achieved. This modus operandi seems to have applied in the Berlin crisis.
Advantageous outcomes, from Stalin’s viewpoint, could either have been
the Western abandonment of the London recommendations for the founda-
tion of a separate West German state or a withdrawal of the Western allies
from Berlin. Yet both of these objectives were unacceptable to the Western
powers. This, together with the ambiguity of the Soviet stance, accounted
for the resounding failure of Stalin’s risky venture. The constant fluctua-
tion between narrow objectives (incorporation of Berlin in the Soviet
zone) and larger goals (maintaining German unity), interspersed with the
absurd assertion that the blockade essentially was a figment of Western
imagination since there existed only ‘technical difficulties’ on the roads,
railways and canals to and from Berlin. This led to confusion among
Western diplomats as to what Stalin really wanted and whether compro-
mise on any of the German issues was feasible.

What, then, were the immediate consequences of Stalin’s initiative and
their impact on subsequent Soviet policies on the German problem?

First and foremost, the blockade, far from arresting the momentum to-
ward the foundation of the Federal Republic, actually served to accelerate
it. This step was followed by the establishment of a German Democratic
Republic: on 30 May 1949, a People’s Congress (Volkskongress) adopted a
draft constitution and, with Soviet ‘consent’, constituted itself as the
GDR’s parliament (Volkskammer). The corresponding constitution was du-
ly adopted on 7 October 1949, and on the same day the parliament autho-
rized SED leader Otto Grotewohl to form a provisional government.!82
These measures, however, did not terminate the imperial nature of the re-
lationship between the USSR and the GDR. The transfer of sovereignty
was limited, and this was clearly indicated by a name change: the Soviet
Military Administration in Germany turned into the Soviet Control Com-
mission in Germany. As General Chuikov, the head of the SCCG clarified,
the task of this body was to watch over the implementation of the Potsdam

182 Renata Fritsch-Bournazel, Die Sowjetunion und die deutsche Teilung: Die sow-
Jjetische Deutschlandpolitik 1945-1979 (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1979),
pp- 39-41.
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Protocol and other Four Power agreements.!83 Furthermore, the East Ger-
man constitution did not mention the division of Germany. According to
its preamble, ‘the German people’ had given itself a constitution, and in
Article 1 it referred to Germany as ‘an indivisible [sic] democratic repub-
lic’. The limited transfer of sovereignty to the GDR and the constitutional
constructs of this entity clearly pointed to Soviet intentions to maintain
control in its part of Germany and simultaneously to extend its influence
through the GDR and residual Four Power mechanisms to West German
affairs.

Consolidation of the empire also meant the drawing of new borders. On
the occasion of a visit to Poland, SED leader Walter Ulbricht committed
the GDR to the ‘recognition of the Oder-Neisse line as a border of
peace’.184 This commitment was honoured and formalized in 1950 in the
East German-Polish treaty of Gorlitz. But the question was as yet undecid-
ed as to whether the new state with its limitations on sovereignty, new bor-
ders contested by West Germany and a regime detested by the East Ger-
man population were constructs that could endure.

The impact of the failed Berlin venture was reinforced by that of the
Korean war of 1950-52. The division of Korea, like that of Germany, can
serve to reinforce the conclusions about the compelling nature of the Ideo-
logical and Imperial paradigm for policy-making. The archival evidence
suggests that Stalin’s ideas about Korea were in no way more defined and
refined than those on Germany.!8> Publicly, both the Soviet and the North
Korean communists adhered to the idea of a unified government for Korea
— not, however, because Stalin purposefully aimed at the reestablishment
of a single country but, as a Soviet foreign ministry background report
written by Jakob Malik openly declared, because ‘it would be politically
inexpedient for the Soviet Union to oppose the creation of a single Korean
government '8¢ The vehicle that permitted Stalin to assert imperial inter-

183 Chuikov statement of 11 November 1949, Neue Welt (East Berlin), No. 19
(1949), pp. 4-5.

184 Neues Deutschland, 21 November 1948.

185 The argument and evidence presented follow Kathryn Weathersby, ‘Soviet Aims
in Korea and the Origins of the Korean War, 1945-1950°, Cold War International
History Project, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Working Pa-
per No. 8, November 1993.

186 Jakob Malik, On the Question of a Single Government for Korea, 10 December
1945, Russian Foreign Ministry Archives, fond 0102, opis 1, delo 15, papka 1,
1.8-10, as quoted by Weathersby, ‘Soviet Aims in Korea’, p. 14 (italics mine). —
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ests in Korea and that caused the division of Korea were the decisions of
the Moscow foreign ministers’ conference of December 1945. These stip-
ulated a four-power ‘trusteeship’ for Korea with a joint Soviet-American
commission to prepare elections for a Korean provisional government.
The Soviet delegation to the talks was instructed that it should support on-
ly those political groups that accepted Moscow’s position. Since only the
communist party in both halves of Korea supported the ‘trusteeship’ idea
and the Soviet delegation held firm to its instructions, the commission’s
work and the chances for a single Korea ended in May 1946. This did
nothing to lessen Soviet verbal support for Korean reunification.

As in Germany, narrowly defined military and economic interests gov-
erned a process that led to the partition of Korea. Another internal foreign
ministry report bluntly asserted that Cheju Island and the ports of Pusan
and Inchon ‘must be controlled by the Soviet military command. By in-
sisting on the allocation of the strategic regions in Korea to the USSR, we
can exert pressure on the position of the Americans, using their wish to re-
ceive for themselves strategic regions in the Pacific Ocean.’!87

There were also strong parallels between Korea and Germany on eco-
nomic issues. For the Soviet foreign ministry, it went without saying that
‘the Japanese enterprises of military and heavy industry located in North
Korea must be considered trophies of the Red Army’.188 But the economic
interests went further and were linked again with strategic interests in the
form of a mineral called monazite, black sand that contains small amounts
of thorium, a radioactive material that can be used in the production of nu-
clear weapons. From the very beginning of the occupation, Soviet officials
investigated the exploitation of monazite deposits, and samples were

Malik was Soviet ambassador to the United Nations from 1948 to 1952. At the
time when the UN Security Council Resolution 82 authorizing peace enforce-
ment action in Korea was put to a vote on 25 June 1950, he boycotted the pres-
ence of the Nationalist Chinese representative. His absence enabled the resolution
to pass unanimously.

187 Notes on the Question of Former Japanese Colonies and Mandated Territories,
Russian Foreign Ministry Archives, fond 0431, opis 1, delo 52, papka 8, 1.40-43,
as quoted by Weathersby, ‘Soviet Aims in Korea’, p. 10.

188 Report by Suzdalev, senior advisor to the foreign ministry’s 2nd Far Eastern De-
partment, December 1945, Russian Foreign Ministry Archives, fond 0102, opis 1,
delo 15, papka 1, 1.22-29, as quoted ibid., p. 15.
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brought to the USSR.!% In full realization of the strategic importance of
these minerals, the highest-ranking Soviet officer in Korea, General Teren-
ti Shtykov, wrote to Stalin that he considered it ‘necessary to take mea-
sures to increase the export from North Korea to the USSR of concentrates
of monazite, tantalum, and niobium and to begin the export of uranium
ore. For this purpose I ask your orders to corresponding Soviet organiza-
tions about aiding the Korean government in the development of deposits
and in the organization of the extraction of concentrate and the mining of
the above indicated rare metals.”!%0

The parallels between Germany and Korea extend to perceptions of
risks and costs, rather than respect for principles of self-determination, as
governing the limits of Soviet imperial expansion. The documentary evi-
dence proves that it was the highly nationalistic North Korean communists
under Kim II-Sung who were determined to establish control over the
whole country by military means; that Stalin initially opposed the idea be-
cause he was concerned about American power in the Pacific region and
the risks of US intervention; but that, in January 1950, he endorsed the
North Korean invasion plans and aided the military push to the south after
the ‘correlation of forces’ had seemingly shifted in favour of the socialist
world system (anti-colonial uprisings in Indonesia and Indochina, guerrilla
wars in Burma, Malaya, and the Philippines, unrest in the British and
French territories in North Africa and the Middle East, the abolition of the
US nuclear monopoly in August 1949, and the victory of the Chinese
communists in October 1949) and after Mao Tse-tung had committed him-
self to assist Kim Il-Sung if, contrary to expectations, the United States
were to intervene.!?!

As in the Berlin blockade, Stalin miscalculated likely United States re-
actions in Korea and had to pay a heavy price. The combined effect of
both failed ventures was that Washington committed itself to a large secu-
rity role not only in Asia but also in Europe. Thus, even before the end of
the Berlin blockade, the North Atlantic Treaty was signed. Rather than

189 General [Terentii F.] Shtykov to Stalin, 12 March 1949, Russian Foreign Ministry
Archives, fond 07, opis 22a, delo 223, papka 14, 1.1-2, as quoted ibid., p. 21.

190 Ibid.

191 See the full documentation of the deliberations between Stalin, Mao Tse-tung and
Kim I1-Sung in the compendium ‘The Cold War in Asia’, Woodrow Wilson Inter-
national Center for Scholars, Washington, D.C., Cold War International History
Project Bulletin, Nos. 6-7 (Winter 1995/96).
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continuing to dismantle its military bases and ‘bringing the boys home’,
the United States reintroduced large forces to the European continent.
Whereas, at the outbreak of the Berlin crisis in June 1948, the US army in
Europe had consisted of only 90 000 officers and men, by 1953 this num-
ber had risen to 427, 000 troops, most of whom stationed in Germany. A
huge network of bases and supply depots was constructed for the Ameri-
can forces in Germany, Britain, France, and the Mediterranean countries
and later extended to the Near and Middle East, South East Asia, and the
Pacific. American strategists were, in Moscow’s perspective, aiming at
‘closing the circle of air bases around Russia’ and making that circle
‘smaller and smaller, tighter and tighter, until the Russians are throttled’.
They were allegedly planning ‘combined air, naval and ground operations
from American bases located near the Russian mainland and their use for
intensive bombing raids and attacks by guided missiles’.192

The obvious Soviet concern now was the possibility that West Ger-
many’s manpower, and its economic and military potential, would be
added to American economic and technological resources, maritime
supremacy, conventional forces, and nuclear weapons in Europe, and that
the United States would use West Germany as a ‘springboard for aggres-
sion’ against the Soviet Union. Such concerns were fuelled by the possi-
bility that a rearmed West Germany would be intent on ‘taking revenge’
and. With the help of U.S. military, try to regain lost territories in the east.
The North Atlantic Treaty, therefore, was interpreted in Moscow as a dan-
gerous scheme that ‘absolutely ignores the possibility of a repetition of
German aggression’. The Brussels treaty on the foundation of NATO had
to be ‘regarded as directed against the USSR, one of the chief allies of the
United States, Great Britain, and France in the last war’.!%3 Even though
the Soviet Union had succeeded in exploding a nuclear device in August
1949 and tested a hydrogen bomb four years later, it lacked the kind of in-
tercontinental delivery systems to put America at risk. The United States,
in essence, remained strategically invulnerable. It enjoyed unchallenged
naval supremacy in the Atlantic and the Pacific. It also possessed vastly

192 Quoted from a formal protest by the Soviet embassy in Washington in reference
to a speech by General Kenney, commander of the Strategic Air Command, and
an article based on it in Newsweek, text as published in Department of State, For-
eign Relations, 1948, Vol. 4, p. 887.

193 Memorandum issued by the Soviet government on 31 March 1949 in reaction to
the impending conclusion of the North Atlantic Treaty; Pravda, 1 April 1949.
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superior scientific-technological and economic resources. In fact, until the
late 1950s it remained the only superpower, both economically and mili-
tarily.

In the light of such unfavourable trends in the ‘correlation of forces’
and the existence of various plans for the rearmament of West Germany
and her inclusion in a European Defense Community (EDC), initiatives
appeared to be called for in Moscow to prevent, or at least delay, such a
development. Stalin’s note of 10 March 1952 can be interpreted as such an
initiative.

5. Stalin’s 1952 ‘Peace Note’: Lost Opportunity or Political Manoeuvre?

The diplomatic note to the United States, Britain and France dropped the
previous Soviet insistence on a disarmed Germany and raised the prospect
of both unification and free elections. A German peace conference was to
be convened with participation of an all-German government ‘expressing
the will of the German people’. Unification was offered in exchange for
neutralization. A unified Germany would not be allowed to enter any
coalition or military alliance directed against the Soviet Union. Its territory
would be devoid of foreign troops and foreign military bases. The size and
weaponry of its armed forces, as well as arms production, would be strict-
ly limited. And it would be prohibited from harbouring ‘organizations hos-
tile to democracy and the cause of maintaining peace’.!94

Controversy has raged for several decades as to the meaning of the note
and the subsequent exchanges between the USSR and the Western powers.
One interpretation has been that of a genuine offer and ‘lost opportunity’
for the reestablishment of German unity. Soviet propagandists and govern-
ment officials advocated this point of view, some styling West German
chancellor Konrad Adenauer as the chief culprit in the rejection of the So-
viet proposal and asserting that he was ‘not only a political opponent of
Russia but even felt irrational hate towards the Russians’.!?> West German

194 Text of the note as published in Foreign Relations of the United States,
1952-1954, Vol. 7, pp. 167-172.

195 Semjonow, Von Stalin bis Gorbatschow, p. 269. Semenov failed to provide detail
on the origins, main protagonists, processes and reasoning behind the 1952
‘peace note’. One suspects that the reason for this is that he would not have been
able to make a convincing case for his assertion that the offer was genuine.
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social democrats have accused the CDU of having squandered German
unity because of its preference for Western integration. Western scholars,
too, have argued this case, one of its strongest advocates being Rolf
Steininger. !¢

Prior to the collapse of the Soviet Union and East Germany, the evi-
dence adduced to support the notion of a genuine Soviet reunification of-
fer in his and other Western studies had to be derived from Western
archival sources. Such sources, however, could not help in the reconstruc-
tion of the rationale and reasons for the Soviet proposal. They failed to
shed light on Soviet decision-making processes. After the collapse of com-
munism, it became possible to conduct research using Soviet and East
German archival materials. The archival evidence strongly suggests that
the diplomatic note and its sequels were a tactical device designed to
achieve some or all of the following objectives: to gain a greater degree of
influence over West German public opinion; to counteract then current
Western initiatives on ‘free elections’ to be held in both parts of Germany
under United Nations supervision; to delay or prevent West German de-
fense integration in the framework of the European Defense Community;
and to obtain a gradual pullout of Western allied troops from West Ger-
many.!%7

The following direct and circumstantial evidence justifies this conclu-
sion. First, the manipulative and instrumental character of the initiative

196 Rolf Steininger, Eine vertane Chance: Die Stalin-Note vom 10. Mdrz 1952 und
die Wiedervereinigung (Bonn: Dietz, 1985).

197 The most thorough of the new studies is Gerhard Wettig, ‘Die Deutschland-Note
vom 10. Mérz 1952 auf der Basis diplomatischer Akten des russischen Auflen-
ministeriums’, Deutschland Archiv, No. 7 (June 1993), pp. 786-805. Wettig’s
conclusions essentially are shared by Ruud van Dijk, ‘The 1952 Stalin Note De-
bate: Myth or Missed Opportunity?’, Cold War International History Project,
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Working Paper, No. 14, May
1996. — Willfriede Otto, ‘Sowjetische Deutschlandnote 1952: Stalin und die
DDR. Bisher unveroffentlichte handschriftliche Notizen Wilhelm Piecks’,
Beitrige zur Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung (March 1991), pp. 374-81. The
account by Otto is based on handwritten notes taken by Wilhelm Pieck, the East
German president. — On the basis of many of the same sources, however, Wilfried
Loth, Die Sowjetunion und die deutsche Frage: Studien zur sowjetischen
Deutschlandpolitik (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2007), arrives at dif-
ferent conclusions. For a summary of Loth’s studies and arguments see the book
review by Rolf Badstiibner, ‘W. Loth: Die Sowjetunion und die deutsche Frage’,
<http://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=22097>.
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was clearly stated by its chief architects in the course of its preparation.
The ‘peace note’, according to comments sent by then deputy Foreign Mi-
nister Gromyko to Stalin, ‘would have great political meaning for the
strengthening of the struggle for peace and against the remilitarization of
West Germany and would help the supporters of the unity of Germany and
peace to expose the aggressive intentions of the three Western powers con-
nected with the General Treaty [on the transfer of sovereignty to West
Germany]’.198

Second, the manipulative and propagandist quality of the note is appar-
ent also in the fact that the initiative was not quietly discussed among So-
viet and Western diplomats but published immediately for maximum polit-
ical impact. The new evidence clarifies that this purpose was uppermost in
the minds of Soviet officials who participated in drafting the note. In full
realization of the lack of support for the communist party in West Ger-
many (KPD), the party’s grave organizational weaknesses, and the ‘ab-
sence of correct and flexible tactics’,!% an appeal was to be made to the
proverbial ‘masses’. Suitable respondents would be found among the
many, allegedly disgruntled, rank and file social democrats and in the ‘op-
positional bourgeoisie’.200 The publication of the note, as Soviet and East
German leaders incongruously agreed, had ‘triggered a great movement of
the masses’ and this had ‘put the Western powers and the Adenauer gov-
ernment under considerable pressure’. They even entertained the (utterly
unrealistic) notion that the ‘question of elections without a UN Commis-
sion’ could be transformed into a ‘mass struggle for toppling the Adenauer
government”,20!

198 A. Gromyko to I. Stalin, 21 January 1952, Archiv vneshnei politiki Rossiiskoi
Federatsii (hereafter AVPRF), 07, 25, 100, 13, A-124/ag (supplement), as quoted
by Wettig, ‘Die Deutschland-Note’, p. 799. The sequence of numbers and letters
follows the Soviet archival classification system in the following order: fond,
opis, delo, and papka. The last letters and numbers refer to the specific document
on file.

199 From a report of 15 March 1952 of the head of the diplomatic mission of the
USSR in the GDR, G.M. Pushkin, sent to the Soviet foreign ministry: ‘Eko-
nomicheskii 1 politicheskii obzor polozheniia Zapadnoi Germanii v 1951 godu’,
15 March 1952, AVPREF, 82, 40, 042-Ge/2, 254, E-1248/A-675/3, as quoted by
Wettig, ‘Die Deutschland-Note’, pp. 801-2.

200 TIbid.

201 Based on notes taken by GDR president Wilhelm Pieck on the occasion of the
talks held with Stalin on 1 and 7 April 1952, Otto, ‘Sowjetische Deutschland-
Note’, pp. 382-83. They do not clarify who exactly made these points and gave
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A third important aspect of the Soviet initiative that casts doubt on the
‘lost opportunity’ interpretation is the fact that the preparation of the note
did not occur in secrecy and over the heads of the East German commu-
nists, who would have been the victims of unification, but with their full
knowledge and active participation. It is difficult to see why the SED
should have joined the project if it had harboured suspicions that it was
being invited to provide helpful suggestions for its self-liquidation.

Fourth, the new evidence not only fails to provide support for the argu-
ment that Stalin had decided to liquidate East Germany but, on the con-
trary, shows that he was determined to strengthen its ‘socialist founda-
tions’. The details of this objective were discussed in meetings between
Walter Ulbricht, Wilhelm Pieck and Otto Grotewohl of the SED leadership
and Stalin and other top Soviet officials in Moscow from 31 March until
10 April. The discussion included plans for the replacement along Soviet
lines of the traditional Lénder structure of East German by smaller admin-
istrative districts (Bezirke); an expansion of the state and collective sector
in agriculture; organizational streamlining of the SED as a ‘party of a new
type’; border protection measures between East and West Germany; and
the build-up of national armed forces in the GDR.202

Fifth, the enhanced efforts to consolidate socialism in the GDR co-
incided with determined Soviet attempts at tightening bloc discipline.
Starting in September 1949 in Hungary with the arrest, trial and later exe-
cution by garrotting of Laszlo Rajk (a Politburo member and the minister
of the interior), purges began to take place throughout Eastern Europe, the
most extensive of which occurring in Czechoslovakia, reaching its zenith
in November 1951 with the arrest and later trial and execution of Rudolf
Slansky, a deputy prime minister and former party secretary.2®> Decon-
structing the socialist foundations in the GDR for the sake of a united neu-
tral Germany simply would not have fit the overall pattern of imperial
construction.

the appropriate instructions, Ulbricht or Stalin. The difference is largely immate-
rial since, as argued here, no major divergence in Soviet and East German view-
points can be detected.

202 Based on notes taken by Pieck according to Otto, ‘Sowjetische Deutschland-
Note’, pp. 388-89, and documents from the Soviet foreign ministry archives, A.
Gromyko to A. Vyshinsksii, 18 April 1952, AVPRF, 07, 27, 162, 42, E-3347/r., as
quoted by Wettig, ‘Die Deutschland-Note’, pp. 802-3.

203 Brzezinski, The Soviet Bloc, pp. 93-94.

113

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 2: The Imperial and Ideological Paradigm

A sixth rationale concerns Soviet domestic politics. A genuine Soviet
reunification offer, as argued, would have meant a significant change in
established policies. This, in turn, would have been reflected in a shift in
internal power alignments. However, the note was carefully prepared and
continuously ‘improved’ in accordance with routine bureaucratic proce-
dures and decision-making processes. The idea of a note was apparently
first suggested to Gromyko by Mikhail Gribanov, the head of the MFA’s
Third European Department. What was needed, he told his superior, was
‘a real step to a peaceful settlement with Germany ... in order to counteract
the erroneous declaration of the three [Western] powers on the termination
of the state of war with Germany.’2%4 For that purpose, he proposed con-
vening a commission of experts that would draft principles for a German
peace treaty.20> He also suggested to Foreign Minister Andrei Vyshinsky
in the same month that the GDR should first propose to West Germany a
joint initiative urging the four powers to conclude a peace treaty with Ger-
many. After the expected rejection of this démarche by Bonn, the East
German government should then unilaterally address the four powers. On-
ly thereafter would Moscow launch corresponding initiatives.2% The first
draft of the principles of a peace treaty was sent by Gribanov to the com-
mission of experts on 8 September 1951. In the subsequent months, Molo-
tov, who at the time dealt with foreign policy matters in the Politburo, and
Gromyko were actively involved in modifying and commenting on the
draft. On three occasions it was sent to Stalin for final approval.27 No evi-
dence has come to light to the effect that disagreements existed among the
top leaders or the major institutions involved in decision-making either on
substance or procedure. There is also no evidence showing that a pro-Ger-
man faction in the foreign ministry or the Politburo had suddenly become
ascendant and been able to embark on a drastic departure from the tradi-
tional paradigm.

This leads to a seventh point in the rebuttal of the ‘genuine offer’ thesis.
One would expect that major changes on an issue as crucial as that of Ger-
many would not only be reflected in domestic political changes but also be

204 M. Gribanov to A. A. Gromyko, 3 August 1951, AVPRF, 082, 38, 112, 250,
A-1475/Zeo, as quoted by Wettig, ‘Die Deutschland-Note’, p. 792.

205 Ibid.

206 M. Gribanov to A. la. Vyshinsksii, 15 August 1951, AVPRF, 082, 38, 112, 250,
A-1558/Zeo, as quoted by Wettig, ‘Die Deutschland-Note’, p. 793.

207 TIbid., p. 798.
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embedded in an overall change of Soviet ideology, domestic politics and
foreign policy. This, however, was not the case. Concerning ideology,
while Soviet foreign ministry officials and diplomats were busy drafting,
promulgating and propagandizing the ‘peace note’, party officials im-
mersed themselves in the task of preparing the Nineteenth Party Congress,
to be held in October 1952. Their primary business centred on domestic
affairs — the new party statutes, the Fifth Five-Year Plan, the necessity for
priority development of heavy industry, and the intensification of the
struggle against slackness and corruption in the economic bureaucracy.
These topics reappeared in a collection of comments published in Bolshe-
vik, Pravda, and in tens of millions of pamphlet reprints under the title of
Economic Problems of Socialism in the USSR, written in February, April,
May and September 1952.208 One would search in vain in these pamphlets
if one were to look for ideological justification of new policies.

As for international affairs, matters were only slightly different. Stalin’s
pamphlets confirmed the validity of the ‘two camp’ theory. The only sig-
nificant departure from orthodoxy was a revision of the Leninist theory of
the inevitability of war. Stalin now declared the ‘contradictions’ among
the imperialist states to be more acute than those between the imperialist
camp and world socialism. The dogma on the inevitability of war between
the two opposed socio-economic systems was thereby not discarded but
modified: war among the imperialist states was held to be more likely than
war between the two systems. More specifically, in the Stalinist perspec-
tive, West Germany, Britain, France, Italy, and Japan, resentful of Ameri-
can ‘tutelage’, ‘bondage’, ‘domination’ and ‘oppression’, would sooner or
later try to throw off the American yoke.2? Obviously, if this diagnosis
were correct, Soviet diplomats would have ample opportunities to exploit
‘contradictions’ both within and between these countries. The note, as ar-
gued, attempted to use such opportunities.

Put into the larger foreign policy context, the Berlin blockade and the
Korean war had resulted in increased international tensions and a build-up
of Western military power. In accordance with previous patterns of be-
haviour, Soviet foreign policy subsequently aimed at the mitigation of

208 The pamphlets were discussed before and after the Nineteenth Congress and then
integrated in a textbook on political economy published in many languages, the
English version being Joseph V. Stalin, Economic Problems of Socialism in the
USSR (Moscow: Foreign Languages Publishing House, 1952).

209 Ibid., pp. 37-41.
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these adverse trends by some conciliatory gestures and by playing on
Western divergences. As Marshall D. Shulman has written in his seminal
Stalin’s Foreign Policy Reappraised:

By restraint in the use of overt acts of provocation after the Korean attack,
and by encouraging the development of neutralism, nationalism, the peace
movement, and anticolonial agitation, Soviet foreign policy was intended to
achieve such specific purposes as the weakening of the structure of American
strategic air bases abroad ... as well as such general purposes as undermining
the cohesion and momentum of the Western alliance.?!°

Stalin’s ‘peace note’ on Germany corresponded with these purposes.

This conclusion is reinforced by the fact that, in line with such ideo-
logical preconceptions on international affairs, the suggestion of neutrality
could not have been regarded as anything but, as Mao Tse-tung said, a
‘hoax’.2!1 As will be shown in the next section, the rejection of a unified
‘neutral’” Germany was reaffirmed by Stalin’s successors.

6. Imperial Dilemmas: Beria and the Crisis in the GDR

As with Stalin’s ‘peace note’, a substantial amount of evidence from Sovi-
et archives, memoirs, and interviews has emerged to shed new light on So-
viet thinking on the German problem in the 1950s. Some of this evidence
has surfaced in connection with the so-called ‘Beria affair’, the alleged at-
tempt by the former chief of the secret police to ‘sell off” East Germany
after Stalin’s death in March 1953 in the context of the New Course adopt-
ed by Prime Minister Malenkov.?!? Lavrenti Beria at that time had just

210 Marshall D. Shulman, Stalin’s Foreign Policy Reappraised (New York:
Atheneum, 1965), p. 259.

211 Mao Tse-tung, ‘On the People’s Democratic Dictatorship’, as quoted in H. Wei,
China and Soviet Russia (Princeton, N.J.: Van Nostrand, 1956), p. 264.

212 The new sources include the memoirs of Andrei A. Gromyko, transl. Harold
Shukman, Memories (London: Hutchinson, 1989); a supplement to Khrushchev’s
memoirs, N. S. Khrushchev, transl. and ed. Jerrold L. Schecter with Viacheslav
V. Luchkov, Khrushchev Remembers: The Glasnost Tapes (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1990); and N. S. Khrushchev, ‘Aktsii’, in V. F. Nekrasov, ed., Beria:
Konets kar’ery (Moscow: Politizdat, 1991). — Molotov’s reminiscences, recorded
in numerous conversations with the former foreign minister in the last ten years
of his life by an obscure poet and ardent Stalinist named Felix Chuev, Sto sorok
besed s Molotovym, have already been mentioned. — Malenkov’s side of the story
can be found in several articles written by his son Andrei, as well as in interviews
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taken charge of the new Ministry of the Interior (MVD), created by the
merger of the interior and state security ministries. The stenographic
record of a top secret CPSU Central Committee meeting, held on 2 July
1953, to discuss and approve Beria’s arrest and execution, is particularly
interesting.?!3 It provides fascinating insights into the mind-set of the ad-
herents to the Imperial and Ideological paradigm. It is, therefore, appropri-
ate to look at some of the nuggets from this gold mine of information.

The CC meeting was preceded on 27 May by an important session of
the Council of Ministers (the government) at which, according to
Malenkov, the ‘topic on the floor’ had been the ‘German problem’ and the
‘serious failure of the situation in the GDR’.

We all concluded that as a result of incorrect policies, many mistakes had
been made in the GDR. Among the German population there was huge dissat-
isfaction, which was particularly evident in the fact that the population of East
Germany had begun to leave for West Germany. In the most recent period, ap-
proximately in the last two years, about 500,000 people have escaped to West
Germany.

Analysis of the internal political and economic situation in the GDR, no-
tably the ‘mass migration’ of East Germans to West Germany, had indicat-
ed that ‘we are facing an internal catastrophe. We were obliged to face the
truth and to admit that without the presence of Soviet troops the existing

given to him and others by Dmitrii Sukhanov, Malenkov’s closest aide in the
1940s and 1950s; Andrei Malenkov, ‘Protivoborstvo’, Zhurnalist, No. 2 (Febru-
ary 1991), pp. 60-66, and Dmitrii Varskii, ‘Skhvatka’ (interview with Andrei
Malenkov), Vostochnii ekspress, No. 16 (1991), pp. 8-9. — East German sources
include the memoirs of Rudolf Herrnstadt, a former SED Politburo member,
chief editor of Neues Deutschland and a major proponent of reform in the period
after Stalin’s death; Nadja Stulz-Herrnstadt, ed., Das Herrnstadt Dokument: Das
Politburo der SED und die Geschichte des 17. Juni 1953 (Reinbek: Rowohlt,
1990). — The Soviet instructions to the East German leadership in June 1953 have
also now been published: ‘Ein Dokument von grofler historischer Bedeutung vom
Mai 1953°, Beitrige zur Geschichte der Arbeiterbewegung, Vol. 32, No. 5
(1990), pp. 648-654, and ‘Dokumente zur Auseinandersetzung in der SED 1953,
ibid., Vol. 32, No. 5, (1990), pp. 655-672.

213 CPSU, CC, Top Secret, Plenum TsK KPSS, Tiul’ 1953 goda. Stenograficheskii
otchet, ‘O prestupnykh antipartiinykh i antigosudarstvennykh deistviiakh Beriia’,
2-7 July 1953, Izvestiia TsK KPSS, No. 1 (1991), pp. 140-214 and No. 2 (1991),
pp- 141-208. All citations of this report will refer to the first installment in the
January edition unless otherwise noted. Beria was arrested on 26 June 1953 and
executed on 23 December.
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regime in the GDR is not stable’*'* Foreign Minister Molotov provided
some detail about the internal catastrophe facing East Germany, saying
that, ‘in the period from January 1951 until April 1953, 450,000 people
left the GDR for West Germany’; that this movement of people had in-
creased ‘particularly in the first months of this year’; and that ‘among the
escapees there were more than a few workers, including several thousand
members’ of the SED and the FDJ, the Union of Free German Youth.
Conveniently shunning any Soviet responsibility for the mass exodus,
Molotov concluded that all this was ‘clearly an indication of huge defi-
ciencies in the work of our friends in East Germany’.2!3

As the record unequivocally shows, there was no complacency among
the top Soviet leaders in May and June 1953. This is confirmed, among
other sources, by Pavel Sudoplatov, the head of the MVD’s Ninth Depart-
ment, known also as the Bureau for Special Tasks. In that capacity he was
directly responsible to Beria and privy to the most sensitive information,
including on East Germany. According to Sudoplatov, his chief was aware
of the severe economic crisis in East Germany and also in Poland, which
had caused thousands of people to flee to the West. A divided Germany
would force the Soviet Union to supply both countries with cheap raw ma-
terials and foodstuffs until collectivization of agriculture and industrializa-
tion could mitigate the problem. German unification, on the other hand,
would bring substantial economic benefits. He was ‘obsessed’ by the idea
that $10 billion could be obtained for the reconstruction of the Soviet
Union. ‘The Kremlin’, he told Sudoplatov, thought that the creation of a
unified neutral Germany under a coalition government could be a buffer
between the Soviet Union and the United States in Western Europe and
the best way to strengthen the Moscow’s global position. Ulbricht was to
be forced to cooperate and consent to East Germany becoming an au-
tonomous province in the new unified Germany.2!¢ Sudoplatov was told to
explore the feasibility of a concomitant initiative and — through secret con-
tacts in West Germany and Austria — to spread the rumour that the USSR
was prepared to make a deal on Germany. The urgency of the matter was

214 1Ibid., pp. 143-44 (italics mine). The mixture of past and present tense is as in the
original.

215 Tbid., p. 162.

216 Pavel Sudoplatov, Razvedka i Kreml'. Zapiski nezhelatel’nogo svidetelia
(Moscow: TOO ‘Geia’, 1996), pp. 414-15. Provintsiia is the term used by the au-
thor.
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reinforced by Ulbricht’s statements to the effect that it was the SED’s goal
to establish a dictatorship of the proletariat in the GDR and by East Ger-
man reports of a split in the top leadership of the SED.2!7 The top leader-
ship of the CPSU was split, too. Molotov, in particular, opposed the idea
of a unified neutral Germany. He, Beria, and Malenkov formed a commis-
sion to formulate policy guidelines for future Soviet policy in East Ger-
many and to define the conditions for German unification.2!8

On 5 June, Vladimir Semenov, the newly appointed Soviet High Com-
missioner in Germany told the top East German leadership to slow down
the building of socialism in the GDR and work for German unity. East
Berlin asked for a delay of two weeks in order to consider the Soviet di-
rectives. Semenov rejected this request, commenting that the GDR would
(then already?) be an autonomous area in a unified Germany.2!® At the be-
ginning of June, Ulbricht and other top East German leaders were ordered
to appear in Moscow. In a meeting with Beria, Malenkov, Khrushchev,
Molotov, Semenov and General Andrei Grechko (the commander of the
Soviet forces in Germany), the East Germans were informed of the Soviet
decision against an accelerated construction of socialism in the GDR. Ul-
bricht is reported as having vehemently opposed this directive, as a result
of which Beria, Malenkov and Khrushchev decided to depose him.220

The concern of the Soviet leadership was exacerbated by the outbreak
of serious popular discontent, starting in East Berlin on 17 June and then
rapidly spreading throughout East Germany, in response to an increase in
work norms. This, too, was part of Ulbricht’s drive for the accelerated
construction of socialism in the GDR. How, then, did Beria react? Accord-
ing to Sudoplatov, his chief ordered Grechko and Semenov to use the So-
viet armed forces in order to suppress the popular revolt, hoping that as a
result of this demonstration of power he would enhance the chances for
compromise with the Western countries. The West was to be under no illu-

217 In May, the East German State Security chief, General Ernst Wollweber, had
been called to Moscow and provided this information; ibid., p. 415.

218 Ibid. Until late in his life, Molotov clung to the view — and disapproved — that
Beria was prepared to sacrifice the GDR; see Chuev, Sto sorok besed s Molo-
tovym, p. 335.

219 Sudoplatov, Razvedka i Kreml’, p. 416. The author uses oblast’ here.

220 This position was formally adopted in a 12 June 1953 CPSU Presidium (Polit-
buro) decision. Although the decision has been referred to in official documents,
a copy of it thus far has not been found, according to Sudoplatov; ibid.

119

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 2: The Imperial and Ideological Paradigm

sion that Soviet Union could be expelled from the GDR by a popular up-
rising.2?!

In view of the bankruptcy of Soviet and East German policies, why did
the leadership in Moscow not cut its losses and liquidate the imperial out-
post? And what about Beria? Was he really prepared to face up to the un-
palatable East German realities and determined to free the Soviet Union of
Stalin’s imperial legacy in Germany? The proceedings at the July 1953
Central Committee meeting appear to confirm Sudoplatov’s account that
he was. At the meeting, Malenkov charged that Beria (presumably at the
May 1953 session of the Council of Ministers) had ‘suggested a course to-
ward [the establishment of] a bourgeois Germany’. Similarly, Khrushchev
decried that he (Beria) had ‘proposed turning away from the construction
of socialism in the GDR and heading toward concessions to the West’
(which, in Khrushchev’s view, would have meant ‘giving away 18 million
Germans to the rule of the American imperialists”) and that he had said:
“We must create a neutral, democratic Germany. 222

The problem with these accusations is that the Kremlin leaders respon-
sible for Beria’s arrest were sure to find or fabricate the most heinous
crimes in his past as justification for his execution.??? In fact, taking a few
leaves from Stalin’s Great Book of Purges, they unmasked Beria as a
‘bourgeois degenerate’ (Malenkov); as a ‘person from the bourgeois
camp’ (Molotov); as a treacherous ‘bandit’ who behaved ‘not like a com-
munist but like a provocateur’ (Khrushchev); as someone who, ‘without a

221 Tbid., p. 417.

222 CPSU, CC Plenum, ‘O prestupnykh deisviiakh Beriia’, p. 157. Khrushchev, like
Molotov, continued to adhere to his position. In November 1960, he told Ulbricht
in private conversation that Beria and Malenkov had ‘wanted to liquidate the
GDR, but we fired one [Malenkov] and shot the other [Beria]’; Record of the
Meeting between Comrade N. S. Khrushchev and Comrade W. Ulbricht on 30
November 1960, Russian Foreign Ministry Archives, fond 0742, opis 6, por. 4,
papka 43, Secret. The transcript of the meeting as published by Hope Harrison,
‘Ulbricht and the Concrete “Rose”: New Archival Evidence on the Dynamics of
Soviet-East German Relations and the Berlin Crisis, 1958-61°, Cold War Interna-
tional History Project, Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars, Work-
ing Paper No. 5, May 1993 (hereafter Harrison, ‘New Archival Evidence’), Ap-
pendix A.

223 In fact, several Western analyses have considered the charges against Beria to
have been motivated almost exclusively by the power struggle in the Kremlin;
see, for instance, Victor Baras, ‘Beria’s Fall and Ulbricht’s Survival’, Soviet Stud-
ies, Vol. 27, No. 3 (July 1975), pp. 381-95.
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doubt, was connected with international imperialist intelligence services as
a full-scale agent and spy’ (Kaganovich); and an ‘enemy of the Soviet
Union’ (Molotov). Even if one chooses to discount the more outlandish al-
legations, the CC proceedings and evidence from East German sources
nevertheless indicate that Beria was prepared to go farther on the German
problem than his erstwhile colleagues. But how far exactly? Trade union
chief Lazar M. Kaganovich only spoke of Beria’s ‘/eanings towards what
amounted to liquidating the GDR’,224 and Molotov revealed that Beria, in
his draft resolution before the Presidium of the Council of Ministers on the
German question, had

proposed that we ‘concede the error of building socialism in the German
Democratic Republic under existing conditions’. He also suggested that we
‘turn away from building socialism in the GDR at the present time’. This pro-
posal was, of course, completely unacceptable. When I objected, Beria an-
swered that, after all, he was only proposing to turn away from socialism in
the GDR ‘at present’.?%

Such portrayals suggest that Beria only advocated a slower pace in the
systemic transformation of East Germany but not to abandon the Soviet
outpost altogether.

What, then, was the thinking of the majority of Politburo and Central
Committee members? How should one ‘correctly’ have addressed the in-
ternal crisis in the GDR? And, above all, what was to be done? Perhaps
paradoxically, the remedy they suggested for curing the ills at the periph-
ery of empire was not altogether different from what Beria as a minimum
appears to have advocated: reducing the pace in the ‘construction of so-
cialism’ in the GDR. Nothing more than that. As Molotov reported to the
CC meeting, ‘[w]e explained this to our German friends, and they agreed
completely that, given current international conditions, it is unwise to
force the construction of socialism in the GDR”.226

No detail was provided as to how effective such a course of action
could possibly have been. The common operating assumption apparently
was that the problems were only temporary and would somehow disap-
pear. Such notions were nurtured by rationalizations. Molotov, for in-
stance, thought:

224 CPSU, CC Plenum, ‘O prestupnykh deisviiakh Beriia’, p. 199 (italics mine).
225 TIbid. p. 163 (italics mine).
226 1Ibid., p. 143; similarly Molotov, ibid., p. 162.
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When examining the affair, we must consider that the GDR embarked upon
an extremely hurried course of industrialization and that the Germans were
involved in construction projects that far exceeded their resources. At the
same time, East Germany was also required to bear significant expenditures
for the occupation and to pay war reparations. Not to mention the reconstruc-
tion necessary after the war. Meanwhile, we must not forget that East Ger-
many finds itself in particularly complex circumstances: The occupying pow-
ers in Berlin — the USA, England, and France — as well West Germany, have a
disorganizing effect on the political and economic situation in the GDR.??

Indeed, these problems did contribute to the severe crisis in the GDR. Giv-
en the facts as acknowledged by the Soviet leaders, that much harm had
been done by a rapacious reparations policy, that the success of economic
reconstruction in West Germany was causing ideological and political
problems and that the East German outpost could only be kept as long as
Soviet troops were stationed there, the question needs to be restated even
more emphatically: why did the Soviet leaders not follow the path imputed
to Beria and stop the construction of socialism in East Germany? And
why, in particular, did they not draw the conclusion from the June 1953
workers’ uprising that their position in the GDR was even more tenuous
than they had thought and abandon it?

The proceedings of the July 1953 CC meeting provide several answers
to these questions. The first and foremost was impeccably Marxist-Lenin-
ist: a ‘bourgeois’, even though ostensibly democratic, Germany could not
possibly be neutral. In Molotov’s words, Beria was

verbose in his explanations to the effect that it would be fine for the So-
viet Union if Germany united as a single state on bourgeois foundations —
as if it were possible for a modern-day bourgeois Germany rnot to be tight-
ly linked with other imperialist nations; and if, under present conditions, it
were possible for a bourgeois Germany to exist that would not be at the
same time an imperialist, aggressive Germany.??8

His central point: ‘As Marxists, it is clear to us that in the given situa-
tion, that is, in the imperialist epoch, the idea that bourgeois Germany
might become peace-loving or neutral in relation to the USSR is not only
an illusion but, in fact, a position foreign to communism.’?2° Khrushchev
supported this reasoning and asked:

227 Ibid.
228 1Ibid., p. 162 (italics mine).
229 1Ibid., p. 162 (italics mine).
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Could a democratic bourgeois Germany really be neutral? Is this possible?
Beria said, “We shall conclude a treaty.” But what would a treaty like this cost
us? We know the price of treaties. A treaty is strong only if it is backed by
guns. If a treaty is not backed up by force, it is worth nothing. We would be
laughed at, we would be considered naive.?3?

A second rationale was that of the importance of the GDR in the struggle
for influence in Europe. To Molotov it was self-evident that the very exis-
tence of the German Democratic Republic was ‘a serious blow not only
against German imperialism but also against the imperialist system
throughout Europe’. If the GDR followed the ‘correct political course’, it
would become a ‘reliable friend of the Soviet Union’ and ‘a serious obsta-
cle to the success of imperialist plans in Europe’.23!

A third rationale was moral, psychological and emotional. To have fol-
lowed Beria’s course would have meant ‘renouncing what was won with
the blood of our soldiers, the blood of our people, in the tough battle
against Hitlerism’ 232

A fourth and final reason was the importance of East German uranium
for the Soviet Union’s nuclear weapons program. This was acknowledged
by Avrami Zavenyagin, the deputy head of the Ministry for Medium Ma-
chine Building, one of the military-industrial ministries responsible for the
manufacture of nuclear weapons. ‘Large quantities of uranium are mined
in the GDR’, he said, ‘perhaps no less than what is at the disposal of the
Americans. This fact was well known to Beria, and he should have men-
tioned it to the Central Committee so they could have kept it in mind.’233

Given East Germany’s manifest instability and blatant Western ‘inter-
ference’, was it not likely that Moscow could be forced to abandon its ex-
posed position in Central Europe? The top leadership assembled in secret
thought that it would not have to yield under pressure. And why not?
Molotov gave the answer: ‘The correlation of international forces has fun-
damentally changed after the Second World War in favour of the USSR
and the states which are friendly towards it.” Among the friendly coun-
tries, in addition to East Germany, he counted China, North Korea,
Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria, Albania and Mon-
golia. He thereby arrived at a total of 800 million people engaged in the

230 Ibid., pp. 157-58.

231 Ibid., p. 162.

232 Ibid., p. 162.

233 1Ibid., No. 2 (February 1991), p. 170.
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building of socialism.23* Furthermore, nuclear weapons could be counted
on to discourage Western adventurism. Thus, Zavenyagin reminded his
colleagues that the United States’ monopoly in nuclear fission weapons
had been ‘liquidated’. Having realized this, the ‘Americans have begun to
develop a hydrogen bomb’. Such a weapon would have a ‘destructive
force ten times greater than that of the conventional nuclear bomb’ and
have not only technical but global political significance. Prevention of a
second US monopoly therefore would be a ‘most important event in world
politics’, and he assured his colleagues that, in the race for the develop-
ment of this weapon, ‘we think that we have not fallen behind the Ameri-
cans’.23

To summarize, the Soviet leaders were perfectly well aware of the main
problems of imperial control in Germany. The GDR lacked legitimacy.
There was a tremendous outflow of people. Politically, the regime was un-
stable. It could be kept in power only by the presence of Soviet forces.
Ideologically, the GDR was in a difficult position because of the presence
of the Western allies and the flourishing of a Western way of life in West
Berlin. Economically, the GDR had fallen behind its Western counterpart
because of the Soviet Union’s reparations policy, structural deficiencies
and the diversion of trade. Nevertheless, the competition with imperialism
required holding on to East Germany. The more favourable ‘correlation of
forces’ made it possible to do so.

Such assessments, however, posed two basic questions as to future
trends: (1) Could the shift in the ‘correlation of forces’ in favour of social-
ism be maintained and external threats to the Soviet position in Germany
be warded off for the long term? (2) Was it going to be possible to achieve
viability of the GDR and avert an internal collapse? The course of events
from the mid-1950s to the beginning of the 1960s was still to give am-
biguous answers to these questions.

To extend this overview of Soviet perceptions and policies on the Ger-
man problem to the mid-1950s, proposals put forward by the collective
leadership under Malenkov in 1954 were in all likelihood, like Stalin’s
note, a tactical device rather than a genuine offer of reunification and
timed to prevent or delay the entry of the Federal Republic in NATO, a
step that, in accordance with the October 1954 Paris agreements, was

234 Tbid., p. 170.
235 1Ibid., No. 2 (February 1991), p. 166.
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scheduled to take place in May 1955. When Khrushchev became the dom-
inant figure in the Soviet leadership in that year he therefore did not find
himself faced with similarly difficult choices and complexities as his pre-
decessors: West Germany was firmly being integrated in the Atlantic al-
liance and the European Economic Community. East Germany became a
member of the Warsaw Pact and its economic extension, the Council for
Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA), and the Soviet leaders were com-
mitting themselves firmly to the GDR’s survival and viability. But the
achievement of these objectives remained elusive. The next major crisis in
the periphery was already brewing.

7. Imperial Dilemmas: The Berlin Wall

The driving forces behind the outbreak of yet another crisis of Soviet con-
trol in the GDR and the reasons for the construction of the Berlin wall in
August 1961 are by now well understood. As in 1952-53, they consisted
of East Germany’s ever present lack of political legitimacy, economic de-
ficiencies and the exodus of significant numbers of East Germans to West
Germany that suddenly became acute. Soviet archival sources, memoirs
and interviews have served to clarify this.23¢ Formally, at the international
diplomatic level, the crisis began at the end of October 1958 with the as-
sertion by East German leader Walter Ulbricht that ‘The Western powers
have destroyed the legal basis for their presence in Berlin’ and that they
‘no longer have any legal, moral, or political justification for their contin-
ued occupation of West Berlin’. He also de facto threatened the replace-
ment of Four Power rights with East German sovereignty by claiming that
‘All of Berlin lies on the territory of the GDR’.237

The threat against the Western presence and Western access rights was
amplified by Khrushchev two weeks later. On 10 November, at a friend-

236 For the most important presentation of such evidence, see Harrison, ‘New
Archival Evidence’, and Vladislav Zubok, ‘The Berlin Crisis, 1958-1962: New
Evidence from Soviet Archives’, Conference on the Cold War, Moscow, January
1993.

237 Gerhard Keiderling and Percy Stulz, Berlin 1945-1968: Zur Geschichte der
Hauptstadt der DDR und der selbstindigen politischen Einheit Westberlin ([East]
Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1970), p. 461.
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ship meeting at the Polish embassy in Moscow, he stated that the Western
powers had

violated the Potsdam Agreement repeatedly and with impunity, while we have
remained loyal to it as if nothing had changed. We have every reason to set
ourselves free from obligations under the Potsdam Agreement, obligations
which have outlived themselves and which the Western powers are clinging
to, and to pursue a policy with regard to Berlin that would spring from the
interests of the Warsaw Treaty.?38

Khrushchev also argued that ‘if the Western powers are interested in any
questions regarding Berlin’ they should ‘build their relations with the Ger-
man Democratic Republic’.23 Implied here was the threat of a unilateral
Soviet renunciation of the Potsdam Agreement and the establishment of a
system that would take into account vaguely defined interests of the so-
cialist countries and include the GDR as a sovereign, internationally rec-
ognized state.

This threat was spelled out in more detail in the Berlin ultimatum of 28
November 1958 — identical notes sent by the Soviet government to the
three Western powers and a similar note addressed to the Federal Republic
of Germany.?4? The central point advanced in the note to the three Western
powers is the proposal

to solve the West Berlin question at the present time by the conversion of
West Berlin into an independent political unit [samostoiatel 'naia politich-
eskaia edinitsa] — a free city, without any state, including both existing Ger-
man states, interfering in its life. Specifically, it might be possible to agree
that the territory of the free city be demilitarized and that no armed forces be
maintained there. The free city, West Berlin, could regulate its own economic,
administrative, and other affairs.?4!

The proposal could be regarded as limited in scope. However, the political
stakes were raised considerably by declarations of the Soviet government
to the effect that it regarded the wartime agreements relating to zones of
occupation, administration, and control machinery in Germany and Berlin
as null and void; that it proposed, for six months only, ‘not to make any
changes in the present procedure for military traffic’ of the three powers

238 Pravda, 11 November 1958 (italics mine).

239 Tbid.

240 The full text of the notes and Khrushchev’s comments are published in Pravda,
28 November 1958.

241 Ibid.
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between West Germany and West Berlin; and that if this grace period were
not used to reach an acceptable agreement, ‘the Soviet Union will then
carry out the planned measures through an agreement with the GDR’.242

Khrushchev’s demands raise the analytical problem, as in the Berlin cri-
sis of 1948-49, of whether Berlin in Moscow’s perspective was a lever
with which to achieve more far-reaching objectives or a prize in order to
stabilize the GDR. In a strict sense, West Berlin was the primary topic of
the note. But at the same time, the ‘free city’ proposal touched upon a
whole range of broad issues, such as the extent of Four Power rights and
responsibilities in Germany and Berlin; relations between West Berlin and
Bonn; access to West Berlin for West German and Western allied person-
nel and goods; recognition of the GDR, de facto or de iure; the role of East
Germany in European politics; the nature of relations between East and
West Germany; and, finally, the question of European security and super-
power relations. While it was theoretically possible to separate West
Berlin from larger issues, in practice it was impossible.

As in the Berlin crisis of 1948-49, therefore, it is appropriate to aban-
don the idea of a single objective pursued by the Soviet Union in the crisis
and to proceed instead from the idea that Khrushchev, during the pro-
longed campaign for the conclusion of a peace treaty, pursued a range of
objectives. The most important of these goals can be listed as follows: to
induce the Western powers to yield their position in Berlin — the goal most
unlikely to be realized; to enhance the domestic stability and the interna-
tional status of the GDR; to limit the influence of West Berlin as a show-
case of the West and enhance its sense of vulnerability by weakening its
ties with West Germany; to win final and irrevocable acceptance of the
post-war political and social order in Europe; and to neutralize the threat
to this order emanating from West Germany, that is, her declared policy of
non-recognition of the GDR (and the borders) and her desire to see Ger-
many united.243

The new archival evidence corroborates previous Western interpreta-
tions to the effect that Khrushchev was determined to change the status
quo and use the demand for the conclusion of a peace treaty for this pur-

242 Tbid.

243 This interpretation of a range of objectives rather than a single goal pursued by
Khrushchev in the Berlin crisis is shared by Thomas W. Wolfe, Soviet Power and
Europe: 1945-1970 (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1970),
pp- 89-90.
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pose. At a meeting between Khrushchev and Ulbricht in November 1960,
the Soviet leader told his East German counterpart that

When we put forward the question of a peace treaty we also made allowance
for the possibility of concluding an interim agreement, that is, an agreement
between the four powers on a temporary status for West Berlin for a limited
time, during which both Germanys would have to agree on the issues. If they
did not agree, then we would be free to conclude a peace treaty with the
GDR. This was our concession to Eisenhower so as to save his prestige and
not create the impression that we would expel them [the Western powers]
from West Berlin. This continues to remain true now. You Germans probably
will not agree amongst yourselves and then we will sign a peace treaty with
you, and the Western powers will not conclude any peace treaty at all. But
this does not worry us.2#

What in part may have prompted Khrushchev to take the initiative in au-
tumn 1958 was his assumption that the ‘correlation of forces” had again
shifted in favor of the Soviet Union. The favourable trends, from the Sovi-
et perspective, included the launching of the Sputnik earth satellite in Oc-
tober 1957, which conveyed the notion that the Soviet Union was not only
a ‘revolutionary’ power ideologically but also a force to be reckoned with
technologically. The feat in space also had military implications: it demon-
strated that the Soviet Union was able to produce ICBMs. This in turn
raised concern in the United States about the possible emergence of a
‘missile gap’ in favor of the USSR. Despite the fact that the Soviet Union
never embarked on the production of first-generation ICBMs, the success-
ful launching of the Sputnik and subsequent highly publicized Soviet
ICBM flight tests heralded the end of United States invulnerability to
long-range Soviet missile attack. Predictably, the psychological repercus-
sions of this new reality and the concern about actual or potential shifts in
the balance of power to the West’s disadvantage were skilfully exploited
by Khrushchev during the Berlin crisis.?4

Similar considerations apply to the economic competition between the
two world systems. The Soviet Union’s economic growth rates in the late

244 Record of the Meeting between Comrade N.S. Khrushchev and Comrade W. Ul-
bricht on 30 November 1960, Russian Foreign Ministry Archives, fond 0742,
opis 6, por 4, papka 43, Secret. The transcript of the meeting as published by
Harrison, ‘New Archival Evidence’, Appendix A.

245 This was carefully documented by Arnold L. Horelick and Myron Rush, Strate-
gic Power and Soviet Foreign Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1966).
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1950s, according to official Soviet data, were quite high, with industrial
production growing at more than ten percent, whereas corresponding
American growth rates were only little more than two percent. This gave
Khrushchev the idea that it would be possible ‘to catch up with and over-
take the USA by 1970° — wishful thinking which, much to later Soviet em-
barrassment and regret, was enshrined as a goal in the 1959 Seven-Year
Plan and the 1961 party program. Finally, favourable trends in the ‘corre-
lation of forces’ also seemed to be inherent in the rapidly accelerating pro-
cesses of decolonization which severely shook the Western ‘imperialist’
system and, in accordance with Marxist-Leninist theory, threatened to pro-
duce the final collapse of the opposed socio-economic system.

By 1961, however, the ‘correlation of forces’ and corresponding per-
ceptions in Washington and Moscow had significantly shifted to the disad-
vantage of the Soviet Union. Soviet ICBM capabilities and claims had
turned out to be exaggerated. The ‘missile gap’ was recognized as what it
was: a myth. The rift with China, carefully concealed from the outside
world in the late 1950s, became public in 1961. The processes of decolo-
nization did not automatically and invariably favour the Soviet Union.
More often than not they merely led to the replacement of direct with indi-
rect Western control but certainly did not produce the collapse of the capi-
talist world system as predicted by Soviet ideology. Most important for the
present inquiry, the balance of power in Central Europe was shifting
against the Soviet Union. Western security cooperation and defense inte-
gration were proceeding at a rapid pace, including in particular the cre-
ation of the West German Bundeswehr and its possible equipment with nu-
clear weapons under a ‘dual key’ system, with joint German and Ameri-
can decision-making as to their use. Thus, in October 1958, the Soviet am-
bassador to West Germany, Andrei Smirnov, told Ulbricht that ‘the situa-
tion in West Germany has become much more complicated for us’ and that
‘In West Germany, they are continuing the arming of the Bundeswehr with
nuclear weapons, which are now legal’.246

246 Record of the Meeting with Ulbricht on 5 October 1958 (Pervukhin’s diary, entry
of 11 October 1958), TsKhSD, rolik 8875, fond 5, opis 49, delo 82, p. 7-8, as
quoted by Harrison, ‘New Archival Evidence’, p. 13. Smirnov, the Soviet ambas-
sador to Bonn, in conversation with Ulbricht, the Soviet ambassador to East
Berlin, Mikhail Pervukhin and Soviet foreign ministry official Sergei Astavin. —
The ‘arming of the Bundeswehr with nuclear weapons’ as well as the creation of
a legal basis in West Germany to that effect did not correspond to reality. A Nato
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Soviet and East German perceptions of shifts in the balance of power
increased concerns in Moscow and East Berlin that the West would make
more determined efforts to undermine the communist system in East Ger-
many. Thus, the Soviet ambassador to the GDR, Mikhail Pervukhin, told
Ulbricht in September 1958, that ‘the West is preparing to carry out a se-
ries of significant economic and political measures against the GDR’.247
Smirnov, agreed, warning that ‘the Western powers are talking openly
about activating the struggle against the GDR’. It was even possible that
‘the West will not stop at limited local provocations on GDR territory’.248

Trends in the socio-economic sphere, from Soviet and East German
perspectives, were of equal concern. Western European integration, as
epitomized by the success of the European Economic Community (EEC),
posed the danger of Western Europe outpacing Eastern Europe in econo-
mic performance, power and prosperity. The West German
Wirtschaftswunder (economic miracle) made shambles of Ulbricht’s idea,
borrowed from Khrushchev’s precepts of Soviet-American competition, to
‘catch up with and overtake” West Germany. Instead of narrowing, the
economic gap between the two German competitors threatened to widen
and exacerbate the problems of ideological competition and East German
viability and legitimacy. Pervukhin, in an internal report, deplored ‘the un-
controlled borders between the socialist and capitalist worlds unwittingly
prompt the [East German] population to make a comparison between both

agreement of December 1957 gave custody of nuclear warheads to the Ameri-
cans, while the allies maintained the delivery vehicles. In the communications be-
tween Soviet officials in East and West Germany and the center in Moscow es-
sentially no distinction was drawn between equipping the German armed forces
with delivery vehicles and the ‘dual key’ system for their use (i.e. the U.S. would
always have to agree), on the one hand, and independent West German access to
nuclear weapons, on the other.

247 Record of the Meeting with Comrade W. Ulbricht on 26 September 1958 (Per-
vukhin’s diary, entry of 30 September 1958), TsKhSD, rolik 8873, fond 5, opis
49, delo 76, p. 1, ibid., p. 14. Pervukhin was Soviet ambassador to East Berlin
from 1958 to 1962.

248 Record of the Meeting with Comrade W. Ulbricht on 5 October 1958 (Per-
vukhin’s diary, entry of 11 October 1958), TsKhSD, rolik 8875, fond 5, opis 49,
delo 8276, p. 9, ibid. Smirnov was Soviet ambassador to West Germany from
1956 to 1966.
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parts of the city, which unfortunately does not always turn out in favour of
Democratic Berlin’.24

Three factors interacted to produce a severe socio-economic crisis in
the GDR in 1961.250 The first was a new wave of collectivization in agri-
culture. In 1949-58, the pace of conversion of private lands into collective
farms had been slow. At the end of 1958, as much as two-thirds of the to-
tal agricultural area was still in private hands. In 1959, however, the SED
leadership decided to make greater efforts in the ‘socialist construction in
the countryside’. Severe pressure was exerted on private farmers to join
collective farms, with 300,000 private farms changing ownership in that
year, and another 300,000 in the first four months of 1960. As a result, pri-
vate farming in the GDR practically ceased to exist but at the cost of a se-
vere decline in agricultural production. The history of forced collectivisa-
tion in the Stalin’s Soviet Union found its repetition in Ulbricht’s East
Germany.

A second factor of the crisis lay in a simultaneously launched ambitious
investment programme. Because of the disproportionally higher wartime
destruction as compared to West Germany, greater dismantling of equip-
ment by the occupying power, reparations extracted from current produc-
tion, utilization of forced labour for the benefit of the USSR, monetary
losses due to unequal trade with the Soviet Union and an aging capital
base the East German economy was in a dismal state. The Seven-Year
Plan of 1959-65, therefore, sought to create new capacities, and to create
them rapidly. Investment was to increase by 142 billion marks, which ex-
ceeded the GDR’s total net material product of 141 billion marks! Despite
consumer-oriented rhetoric, the emphasis was put on investment in heavy
industry. The means with which the unrealistic goals were to be achieved,
as an 1953, were demands by the SED for greater efforts by the working
population, higher work norms, tightened labour discipline and cutbacks
in private consumption.

The two factors, collectivization and tougher work norms for industrial-
ization, interacted to produce a third: an increasing shortage of skilled
labour, due primarily to the westward migration of East German farmers,

249 On Several Issues Regarding the Economic and Political Situation in Berlin, Rus-
sian Foreign Ministry Archives, delo 022/GDR, Referentyra p GDR, opis 4, por.
3, papka 27, p. 1, as quoted by Harrison, ‘New Archival Evidence’, p. 26.

250 The description of the factors producing a socio-economic crisis in the GDR in
1961 follows Adomeit, Soviet Risk Taking and Crisis Behavior, pp. 232-37.
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workers, technicians, and managers. To put things in perspective, in the
period from the end of the Second World War until 1961 a total of 3.8 mil-
lion people had emigrated to West Germany but only 565,000 had migrat-
ed to the east — a net loss of 3.25 million inhabitants.?>! In the period
1949-61 the population of the GDR had decreased from more than 19 mil-
lion to little more than 17 million. In 1953, the year of the June workers’
revolt, more than 330,000 had left the GDR — the highest annual figure at
any time in the state’s existence. After a decline in 1954 and 1955, the
numbers rose to about 279,000 in 1956. They then fell again to 144,000 in
1959. But despite the then much lower base of the population, the number
of migrants increased in 1960 to nearly 200,000 people. In the last months
of 1960 and the first six months of 1961 the monthly rate rose dramatically
to reach between 20,000 and 30,000 people. A critical point had been
reached. Disruption of the whole complex planning and production pro-
cess became endemic since qualified replacements for farm managers,
skilled mechanics and engineers in heavy industry, or foremen in the con-
struction industry could no longer be found.

As in 1953, the serious consequences were well understood in Moscow.
The problem of the stability of the GDR and its repercussions on the Sovi-
et empire in Eastern Europe again moved to centre stage in the discussions
among and between Soviet and East German officials. As early as August
1958, Yuri Andropov, the then head of the Central Committee department
on relations with the communist and workers’ parties, wrote an urgent let-
ter to the CC in which he pointed to the significant rise in the number of
highly qualified East German personnel among the refugees, an increase
of 50 percent as compared to the previous year. The East German leader-
ship, he complained, claimed that the qualified cadres were leaving for the
higher standard of living in West Germany. However, reports from
refugees indicated that their motives were often more political than mate-
rial. ‘In view of the fact that the issue of the flight of [skilled workers and]
the intelligentsia from the GDR has reached a particularly critical phase’,
he warned, ‘it would be expedient to discuss this with Comrade Ulbricht,

251 Sources for these data are Die Flucht aus der Sowjetzone und die Sperrmafnah-
men des kommunistischen Regimes vom 13. August 1961 (Bonn: Bundesminis-
terium fiir gesamtdeutsche Fragen, 1961); DDR-Handbuch, 3rd ed., Cologne
1985, esp. p. 419; and Thomas Ammer, ‘Flucht aus der DDR’, Deutschland-
Archiv, No. 11 (1989), p. 1207.
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using his stay in the USSR to explain to him our apprehensions on this is-
sue.??

Discussions did ensue. In Western interpretation, it has generally been
accepted that it was Ulbricht who attempted to push Khrushchev toward
taking action on both the specific issue of stopping the outflow of refugees
and the larger problem of a peace treaty, and that Khrushchev resisted
these pressures. In private conversation between the two leaders on 30
November 1960 in Moscow, however, the Khrushchev wanted to separate
the two issues, his preference being the conclusion of a peace treaty, with
Ulbricht in the interim taking measures to close the Berlin loophole. At a
crucial juncture in the conversation, the Kremlin leader asked Ulbricht
about his views on the conclusion of a peace treaty.

N.S. Khrushchev: When will we sign it, in 1961?

W. Ulbricht: No!

N.S. Khrushchev: Why [not]?

W. Ulbricht: We don’t have the courage.

N.S. Khrushchev: Politically or economically?

W. Ulbricht: Just economically. Politically I am in favour.>>?

In a strange reversal of positions, the Soviet leader then attempted to con-
vince his East German counterpart that the peace treaty was a top priority;
that the risks of a Western military response were small; and that econo-
mic consequences could be contained. A peace treaty should be concluded
in 1961, either jointly with the Western powers or separately between the
USSR and the GDR. The date to be envisaged was the planned summit
conference with President Kennedy in June. As for the risks of Western
military counteraction in response to the conclusion of a separate treaty,
Khrushchev told Ulbricht that ‘we are almost certain that the Western
powers will not start a war’. On the economic front, he said, ‘we would
lose little economically by [that step]. ... Essentially, the existing situation
would be preserved.’>>* In contrast, the major benefit of proceeding as he
suggested lay in the political realm.

252 Letter from Yu. Andropov to the CPSU Central Committee of 28 August 1958,
TsKhSD, rolik 8875, fond 5, opis 49, delo 82, pp. 1-3, as quoted by Harrison,
‘New Archival Evidence’, p. 17.

253 Record of the Meeting between Comrade N.S. Khrushchev and Comrade W. Ul-
bricht of 30 November 1960, Russian Foreign Ministry Archives, fond 0742, opis
6, por. 4, papka 43, Secret. The transcript of the meeting as published by Harri-
son, ‘New Archival Evidence’, Appendix A.

254 Tbid.
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[P]olitically, our situation would improve, since it would mean a defeat of the
West. If we don’t sign a peace treaty in 1961, then when? If we don’t sign it
in 1961, then our prestige will have been dealt a blow and the position of the
West, and West Germany in particular, will be strengthened. We could get
away with not signing a peace treaty if an interim agreement on West Berlin
were concluded. If there is not an interim agreement, then we will sign a
peace treaty with the GDR and let them see their defeat. They will not start a
war. Of course, in signing a peace treaty, we will have to put our rockets on
military alert. But, luckily, our adversaries still haven’t gone crazy; they still
think, and their nerves still aren’t bad.

The priority which Khrushchev gave to political issues, however, by no
means indicated a lack of concern about East Germany’s economic crisis,
her vulnerability to West German pressure and the costs of empire. Like
Brezhnev and Gorbachev subsequently, he was incensed about what he
perceived to be unacceptable East German economic dependency on West
Germany and the apparent necessity for the Soviet Union and other War-
saw Pact countries for strategic reasons to stabilize economic conditions in
the GDR. Both ‘our and your fault’, he told Ulbricht, ‘lies in the fact that
we did not sufficiently think through and work out economic measures.
We should have thought more precisely about liberating the GDR econo-
my from the FRG. ... We did not know that the GDR is so vulnerable to
West Germany. This is not good; we must correct this.” He then put the
blame squarely on Ulbricht: ‘/Y/ou did not offer resistance [to the West
Germans], you did not disentangle yourselves, you got used to thinking
that Germany was [still] one. >3

Furthermore, the record clucidates in vivid detail Soviet awareness of
the costs of empire. It also reveals an acute dilemma: the aversion to sub-
sidize the GDR but at the same time the perceived necessity of having to
do so in the interest of safeguarding the Soviet strategic position in the
centre of Europe and to improve the competitive position of East Germany
vis-a-vis West Germany. In typically colourful and contradictory
Khrushchevian fashion, he told Ulbricht: ‘We must create a special group
in our Gosplan with [East German Minister of Economic Affairs, Bruno]
Leuschner, which will receive everything needed on his demand. There is
no other way. The GDR must develop and maintain the increase [sic] in
the standard of living of its population.” But Khrushchev then clarified
that everything should not to be taken too literally. For instance, ‘you ask

255 Ibid. (italics mine).
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[us] for 68 tons of gold. This is inconceivable. We can't have a situation
where you buy goods and we must pay for them. We don’t have much
gold, and we must keep it for an emergency.’ Earlier in the private conver-
sation, he had warned: ‘[Y]ou will not encroach on our gold. Why give
you gold? If you need cocoa, coffee, rubber, then buy it in Ceylon or In-
donesia. Build something there. But free us from this and don’t thrust your
hands into our pockets.” Ignoring the exigencies of central planning and
the close involvement of the Soviet Union in East German economic af-
fairs, Khrushchev complained: ‘By old habit, you try to do everything
through us. You should have learned how to walk on your own two feet in-
stead of leaning on us all the time. >3°

The evidence also confirms that other Warsaw Pact member countries
were not at all pleased by the prospect of having to participate in a mas-
sive subsidization of East Germany in the interest of maintaining the via-
bility of the Soviet empire. At the summit conference of leaders of the so-
cialist bloc, from 3 to 5 August 1961, Khrushchev praised Ulbricht for his
‘heroic job’ in the construction of socialism in the GDR, notably the com-
pletion of collectivization of agriculture (‘you cannot build socialism with-
out it”). Without referring directly to the Polish and Czechoslovak party
leaders Wiadystaw Gomutka and Antonin Novotny, he chided them for
‘national narrow-mindedness’ and excessive ‘enthusiasm about peaceful
construction’ to the detriment of the interests of the socialist community as
a whole. He then proceeded to ask two questions: (1) Do we need the
GDR as the first line of defense? (2) Do we have to maintain the high liv-
ing standards in the GDR even at the expense of improvements in the So-
viet Union and Eastern European countries??’’ Both questions he an-
swered in the affirmative, and for the benefit of the Polish and Czechoslo-
vak comrades he painted the likely consequences of a failure to support
the GDR in stark colours. A lowering of living standards of the GDR to
the East European level would lead to East Germany being swallowed by
West Germany and would create an intolerable strategic situation: ‘/T/he
Bundeswehr would advance to the Polish border ... to the border with
Czechoslovakia ... nearer to our Soviet border. >3

256 Ibid. (italics mine).

257 Transcript of summit conference, TsKhSD, fond 5, opis 49, delo 365, 11. 165,
168, 170, as quoted by Zubok, ‘The Berlin Crisis’, p. 31.

258 Ibid. (italics mine).
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On the surface, the November 1960 exchanges appear to indicate that it
was Khrushchev who was pushing for political action despite economic
constraints, whereas Ulbricht was attempting to put the brakes on Soviet
political initiatives because of economic considerations. To repeat, where-
as the Soviet leader was still aiming at solutions within a Four Power
framework and a peace treaty, his East German counterpart wanted an im-
mediate practical solution of the problem of open borders around Berlin
and trying to persuade his Soviet counterpart to take unilateral action. This
basic asymmetry was clearly recognized by Pervukhin. In a ‘top secret’
letter to Foreign Minister Gromyko, he wrote:

Trying to liquidate the remnants of the occupation period as soon as possible,
our German friends sometimes demonstrate impatience and a somewhat one-
sided approach to this problem, not always heeding the interests of the entire
socialist camp or the international situation at the given moment. Evidence for
this, for example, is their effort to stop the free movement between the GDR
and West Berlin as soon as possible by any means, which in the present con-
ditions would complicate carrying out the struggle for a peace treaty. Recog-
nizing the correctness of our position that the liquidation of the remains of the
occupation period is possible only on the basis of a peace treaty, our friends
therefore urge a speedy conclusion of a peace treaty with the GDR.>°

A decision in principle to close the borders was apparently reached at the
3-5 August 1961 meeting of Warsaw Pact leaders in Moscow. The exten-
sive but still incomplete record does not reveal whether a final decision
was made at the conference. There is no mention of a wall to be built. No
reference exists as to whether the Soviet and East German leaders met
separately before, during, or after the conference to discuss details of im-
plementation.2%? Ulbricht was to state later that the meeting had agreed ‘to
carry out the various measures gradually’, which could mean that the de-
tails were left up to him as long as there would be no serious complica-
tions.20! Whatever the case may be, by the summer of 1961 Khrushchev

259 Letter from Ambassador Pervukhin to Foreign Minister Gromyko, 19 May 1961,
Top Secret, Russian Foreign Ministry Archives, fond: Referentyra po GDR, opis
6, por. 34, inv. 193/3, Vol. 1, papka 46. The letter as published by Harrison, ‘New
Archival Evidence’, Appendix D (italics mine).

260 On these issues, see Harrison, ‘New Archival Evidence’, pp. 47-51.

261 Letter from Ulbricht and the SED Central Committee Delegation to the CPSU
Twenty-second Congress in Moscow to Khrushchev, 30 October 1961, SED Cen-
tral Archives, NL 182/1206. Text as published by Harrison, ‘New Archival Evi-
dence’, Appendix K.
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had become convinced that drastic unilateral action to close the borders
had become inevitable if the empire was to be maintained and that the
green light had to be given to the East German leadership to act according-
ly.

There is, of course, another interpretation. The counter-argument holds
that Ulbricht was hardly ever a pliable and passive ally, and as the domes-
tic situation in the GDR deteriorated, he turned even more intractable. He
disregarded Soviet advice and defied instructions. In particular, he ‘acted
against Soviet wishes regarding the control regime at the Berlin sectoral
border’. He ‘instructed [sic] Khrushchev on how to handle negotiations
with the West’. Finally, ‘he forced Khrushchev to act’. The Soviet leader
‘caved in’ because he wanted to forestall ever more ‘unilateral actions’ by
Ulbricht, and he wanted ‘to get him off his back’ once and for all.262

Such reasoning is fundamentally erroneous. In natural history, the tail
does not wag the dog. It is the other way around. This fact of natural life
applies to the history of Soviet-East German relations as well. Given the
Kremlin’s firm determination to hold on to its imperial possessions in Eu-
rope but faced with the prospect of one of its allies collapsing, resolute ac-
tion was, to use a favourite Soviet term, ‘objectively’ required; and
Khrushchev ultimately did what he himself — not Ulbricht — thought what
was necessary.263

The measures adopted had profound consequences.

8. Consolidation of the Soviet Empire and the ‘Correlation of Forces’
In a letter written one month after the imposition of border controls, Ul-

bricht was to inform Khrushchev that the measures of 13 August had been
a tremendous success. Not only ‘must [I] say that the adversary undertook

262 This is the line of argument developed by Hope M. Harrison, Driving the Soviets
up the Wall: Soviet-East German Relations, 1953-1961; quotes on pp. 219 and
223.

263 The ‘East German tail wags the Soviet dog’ theory was competently rejected also
by Gerhard Wettig, Chruschtschows Berlin-Krise 1958 bis 1963: Drohpolitik und
Mauerbau (Munich: R. Oldenbourg, 2006), pp. 285-87. To emphasize the point:
It is a well known phenomenon of life, including international life, that it is far
easier to obstruct and prevent decisions than to compel someone to take deci-
sions.
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fewer countermeasures than expected’, but the following aims had been

achieved:

1. ‘The protection of the GDR against the organization of a civil war and
military provocations from West Berlin.’

2. ‘The cessation of the economic and cultural undermining of the capital
of the GDR by the West Berlin swamp.’

3. ‘A change in the political situation will occur. The Bonn government
has understood that the policy of revenge and the plan to roll back the
GDR ... have been destroyed for all time. This will later have great ef-
fects on the tactics of the Western powers regarding Poland and
Czechoslovakia.’

4. ‘The authority of the GDR state, which was weakened by its tolerance
towards the subversive measures from West Berlin, was strengthened
and a revolution in the thinking of the population of the capital and the
GDR has occurred.’04

Soviet analysts agreed. They noted that ‘the rug was pulled from under the

feet of the adventurist elements, who had hoped to kindle a military con-

flict at the open border between the GDR and West Berlin.’2% In West

Germany, they asserted, Adenauer’s policies from positions of strength, or

Politik der Stirke, came to be seen as unworkable. The building of the

wall ‘significantly consolidated the domestic situation in the GDR and

contributed to the successful building of socialism in that country’.26¢ In
fact, that process was regarded as being so successful that, in the 1970s
and 1980s, the GDR came to be considered as politically the most stable
and economically and technologically the most advanced country in the

Soviet bloc. From Moscow’s perspective, in that period the GDR was

changing from a liability to an asset. It retained its position as a strategic

264 Letter from Ulbricht to Khrushchev, 15 September 1961, SED Central Archives,
Central Committee files, Biiro Walter Ulbricht, J IV, 2/202/130. Text as published
by Harrison, ‘New Archival Evidence’, Appendix I.

265 A. S. Grossman, ‘Granitsa mira’, Voprosy istorii, No. 10 (1969), p. 201; V. G.
Trukhanovskii, ed., Istoriia mezhdunarodnykh otnoshenii i vneshnei politiki
SSSR, Vol. 3: 1945-1963 gg. (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia, 1964),
pp. 211-212; and N. N. Inozemtsev, Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia posle vtoroi
mirovoi voiny, Vol. 3: 1956-1964 gg. (Moscow: Politizdat, 1962), pp. 523-34.

266 Grossman, ‘Granitsa mira’, p. 201; similarly Georgi M. Akopov, Zapadnyi
Berlin. Problemy i resheniia (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia, 1974),
pp- 164-255; and Viktor Vysotskii, Zapadnyi Berlin i ego mesto v sisteme sovrem-
menykh mezhdunarodnykh otnoshenii (Moscow: Mysl, 1971), pp. 237-45.
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outpost but one that no longer needed to be subsidized, and was perceived
to contribute to making the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe more viable.
However, as will be argued in subsequent chapters, two developments
marred Moscow’s perceptions of fundamental progress achieved in the
consolidation of empire, one rather predictable and consistent with the
East German success story, the other seemingly contradicting it: (1) the
rising self-confidence of the SED leaders, of both Ulbricht and Honecker,
made the GDR a much more difficult country to deal with, and (2) despite
its apparent success, the GDR was regarded as drifting again into danger-
ous dependencies on West Germany.

Soviet perceptions of the progress that was made in the consolidation of
the empire were closely tied yet again to the ‘correlation of forces’. One of
the most important lessons which the Soviet leaders derived from the
Berlin crisis was that of the continued importance of military power, both
conventional and nuclear, in international affairs. As a result, as other in-
struments of exerting influence and retaining imperial control were be-
coming dull, the military instrument was sharpened. Strong attempts were
made by successive Soviet leaderships to change the military balance in
their favor. In the early post-war period, the Soviet Union had achieved
preponderance in conventional weapons. In both East and West, the asym-
metries were generally perceived to be so wide that the Soviet Union was
considered to be able to overrun Western Europe. To counteract this ad-
vantage, the United States, beginning in 1947, had begun to build a coun-
tervailing force in the form of nuclear weapons. But Western Europe was
not to escape its predicament as a Soviet ‘hostage’ since the USSR, too,
transformed itself into a formidable nuclear power. This transformation
began at the theatre nuclear level in the late 1950s and early 1960s. It was
extended thereafter to intermediate-range nuclear forces, with the deploy-
ment of a large bomber and missile force. After the Cuban missile crisis,
the military build-up was to include intercontinental forces, the Soviet
Union achieving rough strategic parity with the United States by the end
of the 1960s. Finally, in the 1970s, the Soviet Union embarked on a pro-
gram of developing capabilities for intervention and power projection far
beyond its borders.

The improvement of the Soviet position in the military balance of pow-
er was duly noted by Khrushchev. As he was to say later: ‘No longer were
we contaminated by Stalin’s fear. No longer did we look at the world
through his eyes. Now it was our enemies who trembled in their boots.
Thanks to our missiles, we could deliver a nuclear bomb to a target at any
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place in the world. No longer was the industrial heartland of the United
States invulnerable to our counterattack.’267 Khrushchev continued: ‘Of
course, we tried to derive maximum advantage from the fact that we were
the first to launch our rockets into space. We wanted to exert pressure on
American militarists — and also to influence the minds of more reasonable
politicians.’268

Pressure based on vague nuclear threats was exerted not only on Ameri-
can ‘militarists’ but also, in fact, even more so, on European policy mak-
ers and public opinion. This design to safeguard Soviet security interests
and expand Soviet influence was first used during the Suez crisis in 1956,
when Khrushchev issued nuclear threats against Britain and France. It was
also applied during the protracted controversy over Berlin between 1958
and 1961, when he threatened that, in the event of war, NATO military
bases in various European countries would be destroyed by Soviet nuclear
strikes (in Italy, ‘even if they are in orange groves’, or in Greece, in ‘olive
groves’);2% that Germany would be ‘reduced to dust’;270 and that ‘the very
existence of the population of West Germany would be called in
question’ 27!

Khrushchev, in retrospect, held such threats to have been effective: If a
third world war were to be unleashed, he quoted Adenauer as having said
numerous times, West Germany would be the first country to perish. ‘I
was pleased to hear this, and Adenauer was absolutely right in what he
said’. Khrushchev then continued: ‘For him to be making public state-
ments was a great achievement on our part. Not only were we keeping our
number one enemy in line, but Adenauer was helping to keep our other
enemies in line, t0o.’272

In Khrushchev’s perspective, too, significant gains had been made in
Berlin and Germany. The West had ‘swallowed one bitter pill’.27*> Provid-

267 Khrushchev Remembers, p. 53.

268 Ibid.

269 Pravda, 12 August 1961.

270 Ibid., 8 August 1961.

271 Tbid., 12 August 1961.

272 Khrushchev Remembers, p. 569.

273 This is a phrase used by Khrushchev; ibid., p. 509. The same metaphor occurs in
reference to the assumptions of Khrushchev and his supporters in the Presidium
of the CPSU, in Oleg Penkovsky, The Penkovsky Papers, transl. P. Deriabin, with
an introduction and commentary by Frank Gibney and a foreword by Edward
Crankshaw (London: Collins, 1965), p. 161.
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ed the United States could be put under more direct pressure and confront-
ed with a more credible threat, and its sense of vulnerability raised to the
European level, conditions in Central Europe would perhaps get ‘more
mature’, and the West might then be prepared to swallow another bitter
pill. Undoubtedly, this was part of the reasoning underlying Khrushchev’s
attempt to improve Soviet strategic capabilities and deploy intermediate-
range nuclear missiles in Cuba.

The lesson which Brezhnev and his colleagues drew from the failed
venture in the Caribbean was not that military power in the nuclear age
was ineffective. In their perspective even greater efforts had to be made to
catch up with and overtake the United States in the military competition.
Military power came to be regarded by them as one of the main tools with
which to advance the claim to political equality with the United States and
play a stronger role in global politics. In Eastern Europe, as demonstrated
by the Warsaw Pact intervention in Czechoslovakia in 1968, military pow-
er remained necessary for enforcing bloc discipline. And towards the
Western European countries, above all West Germany, it served as an in-
strument with which to win acceptance of the status quo in Eastern Euro-
pe; establish a code of conduct in their relations with the ‘socialist com-
munity’ (that is, ‘non-interference’ in its internal affairs); and influence
their domestic and foreign policies in directions favourable to the Soviet
Union. In conformity with such aims, Soviet analysts later were to write
that ‘In conjunction with the liquidation of the strategic invulnerability of
the United States, the belief of the countries of Western Europe in the so-
called “nuclear guarantees” of their trans-oceanic partner was being erod-
ed. Europe began to recognize what a catastrophe a contemporary rocket-
nuclear war would be for the continent. From this stems the general inter-
est of the Europeans to avoid a military conflict, to abstain from military-
political confrontation, and to develop diverse contacts between Eastern
and Western Europe.’274

To summarize Soviet attitudes and policies on the German problem un-
der Khrushchev and looking ahead to the Brezhnev era, the building of the
Berlin wall had alleviated East Germany’s perennial manpower and cur-
rency drain, enhanced the country’s economic viability, induced the popu-
lation to come to terms with communist rule and improved the GDR’s

274 A. O. Chubar’ian, ed., Eviopa — veka. Problemy mira i bezopasnosti (Moscow:
Mezhdunarodnye otnosheniia, 1985), p. 135.
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chances for political legitimacy. To the extent that the Soviet leaders were
still concerned about possible Western challenges to its empire in Eastern
Europe, they could find reassurance in the fact that the wall, and with it
the post-war borders and order in Europe, were effectively guarded by the
East German armed forces and border troops, with the Soviet army in the
background. There was a new confidence in Moscow that was reflected in
Soviet attitudes towards East-West relations. Détente in the late 1960s and
early 1970s was authoritatively explained and widely believed in Moscow
to be the result of significant changes in the ‘correlation of world forces’,
meaning primarily a shift in the military balance in favour of the Soviet
Union.2”> As Georgi Arbatov, one of chief theoreticians of East-West
détente claimed, if the ‘imperialist powers’ were now becoming partners
in efforts to lessen the threat of war and the normalization of relations, this
was ‘not because of any change in the class nature of their policy’.276 It
was because of the fact that these powers had ‘to adapt their internal and
foreign policies to objective realities, the new correlation of forces [which,
in turn] had resulted from the activity of the Communist Party, the Soviet
state, and the entire Soviet people to strengthen the economic and defense
might of the country’.?”’ The Kremlin leaders’ new confidence as well as
a new stridency was apparent also in the Soviet Union’s relations with
West Germany. Bonn’s Ostpolitik, like détente, was seen by them as an-
other example of the West’s adaptation to the ‘new realities’.

9. Soviet Responses to West Germany’s Ostpolitik

In fact, the growth of Soviet military power, the consolidation of the GDR
and the waning prospects of German unification did induce West Germany
to modify its policies towards the East. Its standard position to the effect
that any relaxation of tension and ‘normalization’ of relations in Europe
could and should take place only as a result of German unification became
untenable. Reunification, as West German policy makers now assumed,
could only occur in the context of détente, not prior to it. Thus, a modus

275 Brezhnev’s report to the Twenty-fifth CPSU Congress, Pravda, 25 February
1976.

276 Georgi Arbatov, ‘O Sovetsko-Amerikanskikh otnosheniakh’, Kommunist, No. 3
(1973), p. 105.

277 Ibid.
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vivendi had to be reached first not only with the Soviet Union but also
with its dependencies in Eastern Europe, including the GDR.

Policy changes, therefore, were put into effect in the period from 1966
to 1969 by the Grand Coalition government of Kurt-Georg Kiesinger
(CDU) and Willy Brandt (SPD). The changes included the willingness of
the federal government to enter into negotiations with all the European
communist states for a ‘normalization’ of relations, including the estab-
lishment of diplomatic relations; consent to the establishment of contacts
with the GDR at all governmental and non-governmental levels; inclusion
of the GDR in an agreement on the renunciation of force; abandonment of
claims that Germany continued to exist as a legal entity in the borders of
1937; and adoption of the position that the 1938 Munich agreement was
concluded by the threat of force and was invalid ex post facto.

However, from the vantage point of the Soviet leadership under Brezh-
nev, Kosygin and Podgorny the policy changes were inadequate and po-
tentially dangerous. They did not go far enough in the direction of the
recognition of the GDR as a separate state but too far in encouraging the
Eastern European governments to normalize political relations and benefit
from the West German Wirtschaftswunder. The result was a campaign of
severe pressure on Bonn and the attempt to isolate West Germany both in
her relations towards the East and within the Western alliance. The cam-
paign had several facets.

First, the Soviet leaders construed a ‘USA-FRG axis’ as a major threat
to European security and world peace by declaring that ‘each one of the
peculiar partners conspires to use the other for its own goals’, the United
States using the German problem as a ‘pretext with which to continue the
stationing of troops in Europe and as a lever with which to influence the
politics and economics of Western Europe, and the Federal Republic using
the United States for the realization of its revanchist plans to change the
map of Europe’.278

Second, French President Charles de Gaulle’s NATO initiatives,
France’s exit from the military organization of the alliance and the ensuing
Franco-Soviet rapprochement were held up as an example to follow. West
Germany, in other words, should follow the French lead.

278 Brezhnev at the Twenty-third CPSU Congress, Materialy Ill-ogo s ezda KPSS
(Moscow: Politizdat, 1966), p. 26.
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Third, the Soviet leaders appealed to latent anti-German attitudes in
both Eastern and Western Europe, reminding the ‘peoples of Europe’ that
there still existed a ‘threat stemming from the aspirations of the West Ger-
man revenge seekers’.279

Fourth, the Soviet leaders refused to differentiate between the major po-
litical parties in the Federal Republic. Although Brezhnev, at the Karlovy
Vary Conference of European Communist and Workers’ Parties in April
1967, had endorsed cooperation between communists and social
democrats, in practice the SPD was excluded as a possible partner. The
ideological justification used was the charge that after the promulgation of
its 1958 Godesberg programme the party had fallen into the hands of
‘rightist leaders’.280

Fifth, Moscow exploited the fact that in the period from 1966 until
1969 the nationalist Nationaldemokratische Partei Deutschlands (NPD)
was able to poll more than 5 percent of the vote in the parliamentary elec-
tions in some of the German Ldnder and thereby gain representation in the
state legislature. The Soviet leaders asserted not only that neo-Nazism was
on the rise but also that the federal German government had ‘much in
common with the political aims of the neo-Nazis of all shadings’.28!

A sixth issue turned against the West German government was Bonn’s
presumed quest to gain access to nuclear weapons and, related to this, its
alleged refusal to sign the nuclear non-proliferation treaty.

The conclusion that Moscow drew from the alleged ‘militarist’, ‘revan-
chist’ and ‘neo-Nazi’ turn of West German politics and society was that
the Federal Republic could ‘not claim the same equal status’ as other
sovereign states.282 It gave this argument an ominous twist by demanding,
in essence, a right of intervention in West German affairs. It did so by re-
ferring to Articles 53 and 107 of the United Nations Charter which, as leg-
es speciales to Article 2 (lex generalis), sanction coercive measures

279 Ibid., p. 27.

280 See, for instance, the analysis by V.G. Vasin, Godesbergskaia programma SDPG.
Otkrytoe otrochenie Marksizma (Moscow: Politizdat 1963). ‘Right’ in the Soviet
ideological frame of reference meant ‘revisionist’ in the direction of ‘unprinci-
pled’ compromise and accommodation, and abandonment of the class struggle.

281 Soviet Government Declaration on the State of Affairs in the Federal Republic of
Germany, Neues aus der UdSSR, Soviet embassy, Bonn, 1 February 1967.

282 Aide memoire of the Soviet Government to the Government of the German Fed-
eral Republic on the Question of Renunciation of Force, 5 July 1968, Neues
Deutschland, 14 July 1968.
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against a former enemy state of the anti-Hitler coalition. On this basis, it
threatened that ‘the Soviet Union together with other peace loving states is
prepared, in accordance with the obligations emanating from the Potsdam
Agreement and other international agreements, to take, if necessary, all the
measures which arise from the state of affairs in the Federal Republic of
Germany.’283

What, then, were the results of the propagandistic assault on Bonn? By
and large, they were negligible. By 1969 it was evident that the attempt at
isolating West Germany within the Western alliance had failed. De Gaulle
refused to bend the Franco-Soviet enfente into an anti-German direction.
The Federal Republic adhered to its close ties with the United States while
continuing to strengthen its relations with France continuing its efforts at
deepening Western European integration. At the same time, the electorate
was ready for a change of power in Bonn — a fact that had much to do with
the internal divisions and the weakness of leadership in the CDU and
changes in German society but very little with Soviet policy. As a result,
any ‘scientifically based” approach in Moscow sooner or later would have
had to abandon the approach of circumventing and isolating the govern-
ment in Bonn and refusing to deal with the main political forces in the
country. Conditions in Eastern Europe were also ‘ripe’ for new Soviet per-
spectives and policies on Germany. Before the Warsaw Pact military inter-
vention in Czechoslovakia in August 1968, ‘revisionism’, reformism and
the rising attractiveness of West German social democratic ideas and West
German capital had posed a challenge to imperial control. The interven-
tion, paradoxically, untied the hands of the Soviet leadership and facilitat-
ed a more favourable response to the Ostpolitik of the new coalition gov-
ernment of SPD and FDP, formed in October 1969.

In his inaugural address, Chancellor Willy Brandt, for the first time in
the history of official government statements to the Bundestag, spoke of
‘two states in Germany’. Bonn, thereby, in line with the demands put for-
ward by Moscow and East Berlin, was taking another step towards accep-
tance of the post-war ‘realities’. The new government, almost immediately
after coming to power, also proceeded to sign the nuclear non-prolifera-
tion treaty. Transformation of Soviet military preponderance into political
influence, stabilization of the empire and the achievement of a modus
vivendi based on the division of Germany now appeared to be within reach

283 Neues aus der UdSSR, Soviet embassy, Bonn, 1 February 1967.
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of Soviet policy in Europe. To accelerate the process, Brezhnev committed
himself to new appraisals of West Germany by declaring that the forma-
tion of the coalition government led by the SPD represented a ‘significant
change in the constellation of political forces in the German Federal Re-
public’.28 Similarly, the communiqué of the Warsaw Pact summit confer-
ence of December 1969 noted trends in West Germany ‘directed at a real-
istic policy of cooperation and understanding’ in Europe and characterized
Bonn’s signature of the non-proliferation treaty as a ‘positive element’.285

In the course of the 1970s, West Germany fully participated in the pro-
cess of East-West détente. It joined the Conference on Security and Coop-
eration in Europe (CSCE), concluded treaties for the normalization of rela-
tions with the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, and Poland, set its relation-
ship with the GDR on a new footing, facilitated the September 1971
Quadripartite Agreement on Berlin, played an active role in arms control
negotiations, such as the Mutual Balanced Forces Reductions (MBFR)
talks in Vienna, provided an important impetus to East-West economic co-
operation and achieved some of the highest growth rates in trade of the
Western industrialized countries with the USSR. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that West Germany in the 1970s became an interlocuteur privilégié
of the Soviet Union in the West.

Soviet analysts predicted that the 1970s would be a period of ‘broad de-
ployment of political forces in all directions’ with a favourable outcome
also for the Soviet Union because of the fact that ‘the majority of the West
German population maintains the position of recognizing realities and de-
sires peace and good-neighbourly relations with all the peoples of Euro-
pe’ .28 Indeed, in retrospect, one can classify the 1970s as a golden era in
Soviet-West German relations. Soviet analysts writing at the end of the
decade were generous in their praise. The relations between the socialist
countries and the Federal Republic in the 1970s had been an ‘important
factor of stability and good-neighbourliness in Europe’.287 They pointed in

284 At a Soviet-Czechoslovak friendship meeting, Pravda, 29 October 1969.

285 Pravda, 4 December 1969.

286 D. E. Mel’nikov, ‘Vneshniaia politika FRG’, in Federativnaia Respublika Ger-
manii, published in the series Ekonomika i politika stran sovremmenogo kapital-
izma (Moscow: Mezhdunarodyne otnosheniia, 1974), p. 463 (italics mine).

287 See, for instance, V. Iu. Kuz'min, Vazhnyi faktor stabil’nosti i dobrososedstva v
Evrope: sotsialisticheskie strany i FRG v 70-e gody (Moscow: Mezhdunarodnye
otnosheniia, 1980).
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particular to the signing of the August 1970 Moscow treaty and its provi-
sions on the non-use of force between the USSR and the FRG; the recog-
nition by the FRG of the European borders and the European territorial re-
alities created at the end of the Second World War; and her contribution to
the development of détente.288

What, then, is the significance of this era in historical perspective? The
Soviet Union and West Germany, it would seem, were engaged in a futile
effort at normalizing the abnormal. It is true that some of their interests
coincided. They both wanted to reduce the risk of military conflict in Cen-
tral Europe. They saw benefits in the expansion of trade. Yet their goals
remained fundamentally different. The Soviet Union had no intention of
permitting spillovers from the improvement in political relations to the
ideological sphere. Notwithstanding CSCE, Moscow continued to rule out
any ‘interference in the internal affairs of the socialist countries’. As the
on-going military build-up and the lack of progress in the MBFR talks
demonstrated, it also objected to an extension of détente to the military
competition. Specifically on the German problem, it continued to insist on
the idea of the existence of two separate German states, on the perman-
ence of the post-war European borders and on West Berlin as a special en-
tity that was not to be governed by the Federal Republic, with ties between
the two entities to be kept at a minimum.

West German political leaders and public opinion, in contrast, hoped
that the ideological rigidities in the Soviet bloc would soften and that both
the military preponderance of the Warsaw Pact and the pace of the arms
competition in Europe would be reduced. Regarding the German problem,
they expected that the improvement of political relations would create
favourable conditions for overcoming the division of Germany and the
continent — a fact underlined by the West German government’s Letter on
German Unity attached to the 1970 Moscow treaty.28? They also expected
that the viability of West Berlin would be enhanced by an expansion of

288 B.M. Khalosha, Voenno-politicheskie soiuzy imperializma: osnovnye osobennosti
i tendentsiia v 70-kh — nachale 80-kh godov (Moscow: Nauka, 1982), pp. 271-72.

289 The letter was delivered by the West German embassy in Moscow to the Soviet
foreign ministry shortly before the signing of the August 1970 Soviet-West Ger-
man treaty on the renunciation of force. Moscow officially acknowledged its ex-
istence only in April 1972, as the Bundestag was debating ratification of the
treaty; see Michael J. Sodaro, Moscow, Germany, and the West from Khrushchev
to Gorbachev, Studies of the Harriman Institute (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University
Press, 1990), p. 185.
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contacts between the city and West Germany and by its inclusion in the
country’s trade agreements with the USSR and other CMEA members.

The existence of a wide chasm between Soviet and West German ex-
pectations connected with the ‘normalization’ of relations can be corrobo-
rated on the basis of new evidence. Two weeks prior to the signing of the
Moscow treaty, and as part of the preparations for the removal of Ulbricht
from the office of party chief, Brezhnev told Erich Honecker in private
conversation in Moscow: ‘We don’t have any erroneous ideas about
Brandt and West German social democracy. Illusions are out of place.’
There wasn’t a single example of a social democratic party having em-
barked on a socialist transformation, and such a development would not
occur in West Germany either but even more than that, West Germany
continued to aim at the transformation and liquidation of the GDR. In that
respect, there was essentially

no difference between Brandt and [Bavarian prime minister and CSU chair-
man Franz Josef] Strauf3. Perhaps one can’t put it like that now. But it is true.
Both are for the capitalist system, both are for the liquidation of the GDR.
Brandt is under ... pressure. He has to come to agreements with us. He hopes
in this way to realize his goal in relation to the GDR, the social-democratiza-
tion of the GDR.?%0

The West Germans, Brezhnev went on, ‘are strong economically. They are
trying to gain influence in the GDR, to swallow the GDR, one way or an-
other.” The Soviet Union and the socialist community, however, would
safeguard the results of victory in World War II. They would neither per-
mit a development that would weaken their position in the GDR nor per-
mit an Anschluss of the GDR. ‘On the contrary’, he (erroneously) predict-
ed, ‘the trench between the GDR and the FRG will become deeper.’?!
This prediction was tied to a normative statement: ‘There is, there cannot
be and it should not come to a process of rapprochement between the FRG
and the GDR. 292

Brezhnev made equally blunt statements about the Federal Republic’s
position concerning the ‘special nature’ of intra-German relations. Special

290 Record of a Meeting Between L.I. Brezhnev and Erich Honecker on 28 July
1970. The document is from the Central Party Archives of the SED, publ. by Pe-
ter Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro [Vol. 1]: Die Akte Honecker (Berlin: Rowohlt,
1991), Doc. 15, p. 287.

291 Ibid., p. 287.

292 Ibid. (italics mine).

148

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

9. Soviet Responses to West Germany s Ostpolitik

relations between the two Germanys were unacceptable. The GDR ‘is part
of the socialist camp. That will never be different. What, then, is the point
about the talk [in the FRG] that the GDR “cannot be a foreign country to
us”? Is it [the GDR] a state that is independent from West Germany or
not?’2%3

Finally, in a meeting between top leaders of the CPSU and the SED,
held less than two weeks after the signing of the Moscow treaty, Brezh-
nev, according to the SED’s archives, tried to assuage ‘Comrade Walter
[Ulbricht’s] disquiet about West Berlin’. The Soviet party chief had told
Brandt that limited compromises on the issue were possible only if two
conditions were met. Brandt had to recognize, first, that ‘West Berlin does
not belong to the FRG and will never belong to it’ and, second, that a ‘po-
litical presence of the FRG in West Berlin will not be accepted’.2%4

Brezhnev’s clarifications reveal an uncompromising commitment to the
division of Germany. But the viability of the Soviet Union’s stance on the
German problem continued, in turn, to depend on the viability of the
GDR. In retrospect, this was recognized by, among others, Valentin Falin,
one of the chief architects of the Soviet response to Brandt’s Ostpolitik.
‘At the beginning of the 1970s,” he wrote, he was optimistic on that score.
‘I thought that [the GDR] had reserves in order to solve the existing prob-
lems and to correct mistakes that had been committed.’?*> Brezhnev and
other top Soviet leaders were of the same opinion. However, as will be
shown in the next section, they were also becoming increasingly con-
cerned about internal developments in the GDR and went as far as draw-
ing the conclusion that Ulbricht was a satrap who was neither able to cor-
rect nor even willing to admit ‘mistakes’.

293 Ibid. (italics mine).

294 Excerpts from a secret protocol on the meeting between a delegation of the CC of
the CPSU and a delegation of the CC of the SED on 21 August 1970 in Moscow.
The document is from the Central Party Archives of the SED, published by Peter
Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro [Vol. 1]: Die Akte Honecker (Berlin: Rowohlt, 1991),
Doc. 16, p. 290.

295 Valentin Falin, Politische Erinnerungen (Munich: Droemer Knaur, 1993), p. 64.
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10. Soviet Responses to East Germany’s Assertiveness

Ulbricht regarded détente as a threat to East Germany’s stability. This per-
ception was not lessened by the fact that, after 1969, the SPD had formed
a coalition government in Bonn. Whenever the SED had felt confident
enough to compete with the West German Social Democrats for the hearts
and minds of all Germans it had opened a horror chamber: the long-de-
clared-dead Geist des Sozialdemokratismus, the ghost or spirit of social
democracy, had risen in the GDR and haunted the communist party faith-
ful.2% The ghost had appeared in full view in the 1966 SPD-SED corre-
spondence with its projected speakers’ exchange and it reappeared during
the 1970 visit by chancellor Willy Brandt in Erfurt, where he was given an
enthusiastic welcome, foreshadowing the equally exuberant welcome that
would be extended to chancellor Kohl in Dresden in December 1989.

As East-West détente began to develop in 1969, therefore, Ulbricht and
other orthodox East European communist leaders were apprehensive and
suspicious that the Soviet Union would move too fast and too far in its
rapprochement with West Germany, thereby forcing them to participate in
a process which they thought they could not easily manage.2?’ In particu-
lar, there was anxiety in East Berlin that Moscow would make deals with
the three Western allies and West Germany at the expense of East German
interests; abandon the joint Soviet-East German demand for full recogni-
tion of the GDR under international law; fail to support the GDR in its
claim to codify the status of West Berlin as an ‘independent political enti-
ty’; refuse to endorse the East German quest for exclusive rights in matters
concerning transit to Berlin; and continue to exercise rights on matters
concerning Berlin and Germany as a whole, thus limiting East Germany
sovereignty.

The East German party leader, as a consequence, tried to define the
Warsaw Pact’s rules of engagement with the West and bend them in a
more restrictive and ideologically orthodox direction than was thought ex-

296 Geist in German has two meanings. It can be translated either as spirit or ghost.
Sozialdemokratismus, in communist pejorative usage, had to be understood as a
militant form of spreading social democratic ideas and policies.

297 Concerning the Soviet-East German rift in the late 1960s and early 1970s, see
Gerhard Wettig, Community and Conflict in the Socialist Camp: The Soviet
Union, East Germany, and the German Problem, 1965-1972, trans. Edwina
Moreton and Hannes Adomeit (London: C. Hurst, 1975).
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pedient in Moscow. He insisted that the West, and notably West Germany,
meet some or all of the following conditions before any normalization of
relations could take place: (1) codification of the territorial status quo,
with the post-war borders in Europe to be declared ‘immutable’ (as op-
posed to inviolable); (2) freezing of the post-war socio-economic and po-
litical status quo in Europe; (3) full international legal recognition of the
GDR; (4) changes in the status of West Berlin to make the city more de-
pendent on East Germany; (5) full West German respect for a separate
East German citizenship; and (6) abandonment by Bonn of its legal pos-
ition that East Germans had an automatic right to West German citizen-
ship.

As evidence from the SED’s archives has confirmed, the differences be-
tween the USSR and the GDR over détente and Soviet-West German rap-
prochement led to a crisis of confidence in Soviet-East German relations
that reached its high point in the winter of 1970 and the spring of 1971 and
that was (temporarily) resolved only by the replacement of Ulbricht and
the appointment of Erich Honecker as new party chief. The archives again
provide fascinating insights into the thinking of the Soviet leadership re-
garding the German problem and the quality of relations between the im-
perial centre and the periphery.

Contrary to public appearances and fraternal kisses, the relationship be-
tween Brezhnev and Ulbricht was tense. In July 1970, in private conversa-
tion with Honecker, the Soviet leader even admitted to having had trau-
matic experiences with his (Honecker’s) predecessor.

You know, back in 1964 [at his] dacha [in Ddllnsee], he [Ulbricht] simply
move[ed] my delegation (Tikhonov and others) aside, pushe[d] me into a
small room and start[ed] lecturing me about what is wrong with us and exem-
plary with you [East German communists]. It was hot. I was perspiring. He
didn’t care. I only noticed that he wanted to give me instructions as to how we
must work and govern, [he didn’t] even let me speak. His whole arrogance
became apparent there, his disregard for the thinking and the experience of
others.?®

Brezhnev generalized from this unpleasant personal experience and
lamented the tendency in East Germany to portray the GDR as ‘the best

298 Record of a Meeting Between L.I. Brezhnev and Erich Honecker on 28 July
1970. The document is from the Central Party Archives of the SED, published by
Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro Vol. 1, Doc. 15, p. 287. The original mixes past and
present tense.
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model of socialism’ and to assert that ‘Everything that is being done is
done better in the GDR, everyone should learn from the GDR, GDR so-
cialism exerts influence on other countries, and it does everything right’.
This arrogance, he complained, was insulting to other socialist countries,
Poland and Czechoslovakia, for instance, but also to the Soviet Union.
‘We are concerned about this, and this has to be changed; the Politburo of
the SED [and] you have to change it.’2

The archival record also clarifies that Brezhnev and his successors
found the East German arrogance particularly irksome because of the
GDR’s dual dependency — economically on West Germany and in econo-
mic and security terms on the Soviet Union. Concerning economic affairs,
as Khrushchev had already noted, the GDR was becoming more depen-
dent on West Germany than was politically expedient. By 1970 the coun-
try was also in debt to the Soviet Union and other CMEA countries. Sev-
eral members in the SED Politburo had begun to realize that Ulbricht’s
economic policies conducted under the heading of the New Economic
System were overly ambitious. His policies, designed to catch up with and
overtake West Germany in labour productivity, were predicated on an ac-
celeration of scientific-technological progress. But the huge investments in
computer technology and other advanced products and processes exceeded
East Germany’s resources. They failed to enhance the country’s techno-
logical competitiveness or to benefit its economy. Significant distortions
were the result. Consumer goods production declined. Shortages in supply
occurred. The construction of housing was being curtailed.3%0

A faction in the Politburo attacked the ‘high unplanned indebtedness to
the CMEA countries ... and to the FRG and West Berlin’ and criticized
goals such as ‘a 10 percent increase in labour productivity and production
per annum for [the realization of which] the preconditions are in reality
lacking’.30! Reports by informants in the SED Politburo and Pyotr Abrasi-
mov, the Soviet ambassador in East Berlin, made Brezhnev aware of the
deterioration of economic conditions in the GDR. As a result, he told Ho-
necker in private: ‘For us the important thing is the strengthening of the

299 Ibid. The meaning of Brezhnev’s statement was obvious. Ulbricht had to be re-
placed by Honecker.

300 Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 1, p. 103.

301 Paul Verner and Willi Stoph at the plenary meeting of the SED Central Commit-
tee, 9-10 December 1970, as quoted by Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 1,
p. 105.
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positions of the GDR, its further positive economic development, and a
corresponding increase in the conditions of life of the population [and] the
working class of the GDR. One should concentrate on these tasks.’32 He
obviously thought that Honecker would be more willing and better pre-
pared to realize them.

Brezhnev’s second major irritation was connected with a paradox of im-
perial control. The periphery may completely be dependent on the centre
for protection but the provincial governor may nevertheless act contrary to
the centre’s preferences and even refuse to carry out instructions. This typ-
ically raises the problem of choosing a suitable successor. The centre’s
emissaries then tend to get embroiled in the domestic power struggles at
the periphery. A case in point is Moscow’s involvement in Ulbricht’s ‘res-
ignation’ from his position as first party secretary and his retirement to the
more ceremonial role as president (Vorsitzender des Staatsrats).

Expressing his irritation with Ulbricht, the Soviet party leader assured
would-be successor Honecker: ‘I tell you quite openly that it will not be
possible for him to govern by leaving us out and to take ill-conceived
steps against you and other comrades in the Politburo.393 Clearly with a
view to a possible replacement of Ulbricht with Honecker, he reminded
the latter of the GDR’s complete dependency on the USSR for protection:
"We have troops [stationed] with you [in the GDR]. Erich, I tell you
frankly, and never forget this: The GDR cannot exist without us, without
the Sfoviet] Ufnion], its power and strength. Without us there is no
GDR. 304

It was not only the centre but also Moscow’s emissaries in East Berlin
who got directly involved in the power struggle. As reported by Yuli
Kvitsinsky (then a foreign ministry official at the Soviet embassy in Bonn
and later an active participant in the quadripartite negotiations on Berlin,
with a previous appointment in East Berlin), ambassador Pyotr Abrasimov
was in the picture regarding the struggle for power in the highest echelon
of the East German leadership. His relations with Honecker and his sup-
porters had become close over time, and he was kept up to date about all
steps taken. This was no secret to the other members of the SED Politburo

302 Record of the Brezhnev-Honecker meeting of 28 July 1970, Przybylski, Tatort
Politbiiro, Vol. 1, Doc. 15, p. 284.

303 Ibid., p. 281.

304 Ibid. (italics mine).
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and it conveyed the impression that a possible change of power would
take place at least with Moscow’s silent approval.303

However, some members of the Politburo in Moscow were against Ul-
bricht’s replacement. The then Chairman of the Supreme Soviet, Nikolai
Podgorny, is said to have voiced especially strong opposition to such a
step. Brezhnev, too, despite all his complaints about Ulbricht, was still
hesitant about having him removed from office, stating at a meeting be-
tween high ranking officials of the SED and the CPSU in mid-August
1970 that “We have recently received several signals and rumours that, let
us say, frictions and quarrels have arisen in your Politburo.” However, he
saw as yet ‘no reason for change’. Instead, he appealed to the SED to
strengthen the ‘collective’ and the ‘unity of leadership’, and he told Ul-
bricht and his colleagues to work out their differences — who, in turn,
promised that they would behave.3% Dark clouds were thus brewing over
Abrasimov’s head. Kvitsinsky realized this when Gromyko, who was oth-
erwise cautious on personnel issues, once unexpectedly said in his pres-
ence that he had apparently been mistaken about Abrasimov, personally
and politically. Instead of carrying out the line of the CPSU Central Com-
mittee, the ambassador had participated in completely inappropriate in-
trigues, for which he would have to answer.307

The scales, nevertheless, began to tilt in Honecker’s favor. This was
caused in part by massive attacks against Ulbricht from inside the SED
and ultimately direct appeals to Brezhnev to get rid of him. In January
1971, the oppositional faction complained in a letter to the Soviet leader
that Ulbricht had reneged on all the promises on party unity made in Au-
gust. In domestic politics as well as on the GDR’s policies towards the
FRG, they said, ‘Comrade Walter is pursuing a personal line to which is
he clinging stubbornly’. At 78 years of age, anyone would have difficulty
to manage things effectively, the charges continued, but in his case the age
problem was compounded by a ‘difficult personality’. Ulbricht displayed

305 Julij A. Kwizinskij [Yuli A. Kvitsinsky], Vor dem Sturm: Erinnerungen eines
Diplomaten (Berlin: Siedler, 1993), p. 255. Kvitsinsky served from 1959 until
1965 in the Soviet embassy in the GDR and from 1978 until 1981 in the embassy
in Bonn.

306 Secret protocol of the meeting between a delegation of the CC of the CPSU and a
delegation of the CC of the SED on 21 August 1970 in Moscow. The document is
from the Central Party Archives of the SED, published by Przybylski, Tatort
Politbiiro, Vol. 1, Doc. 16, pp. 292-93.

307 Kwizinskij, Vor dem Sturm, pp. 255-56.
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ever more ‘irrational ideas and subjectivism’. In his attitudes and be-
haviour towards ‘comrades in the Politburo and other comrades he is often
rude, insulting, and discusses things from a position of infallibility”.308

The combined pressure of his colleagues in East Berlin and finally from
Moscow persuaded Ulbricht to throw in the towel. On 3 May 1971, he
asked the plenum of the Central Committee of the SED to relieve him of
the duties of first secretary, referring to his old age which had made it im-
possible for him to continue his work on behalf of the Central Committee,
the party and the people. In accordance with what he knew to be the Sovi-
et preference, he proposed Honecker as his successor.

Soviet dissatisfaction with Ulbricht and his removal from office are
symptomatic of another problem of imperial rule: the aversion of the cen-
tre to recognize the existence of basic structural deficiencies of empire and
to blame subordinate bureaucrats and local officials for problems in their
nominal sphere of responsibility. But the supreme irony of Ulbricht’s re-
placement is that Honecker proved to engage in the same ‘mistakes’ and
turned out to be, in the centre’s perspective, just as ‘subjectivist’, arrogant,
assertive, recalcitrant and, in the end, unmanageable as his predecessor.

This was not immediately apparent. The first two to three years after
Honecker had assumed office passed without much conflict. As Kvitsin-
sky pertinently observed, Honecker made a significant contribution to the
Quadripartite Agreement on Berlin concluded on 3 September 1971. He
was flexible but vigorous in his negotiations with West Germany. He sup-
ported the idea of socialist integration in the CMEA framework.3%° On do-
mestic issues, one month into his rule — at the Eighth congress of the SED
in June 1971 — he submitted a far-reaching program of change to improve
the material situation of the population. Incomes of GDR citizens grew by
four percent annually. Minimum wages and pensions were increased; paid
working holidays and maternity leave were extended; an extensive new
housing programme was initiated, and so was the construction of numer-

308 Letter by 13 full and candidate members of the SED Politburo to Brezhnev, dated
21 January 1971. The document is from the Central Party Archives of the SED,
as published by Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 1, Doc. 17, pp. 297-303. The
wording is very much reminiscent of what Lenin had to say about Stalin in his
‘testament’, a collection of notes and letters written before his death.

309 Kwizinskij, Vor dem Sturm, p. 258.
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ous sports facilities and public buildings. Industrial plants that had become
outdated were to be renovated as soon as possible.310

Yet despite the protective shield of the Berlin wall and the apparent suc-
cess of his socio-economic programs, Honecker for several years to come
remained conscious of East Germany’s insecurity, vulnerability and lack
of domestic legitimacy. This realization as well as East Germany’s inferior
status vis-a-vis West Germany and its international isolation made Ho-
necker almost pathologically bent on securing unconditional Soviet sup-
port. He expressly asked Brezhnev to view the GDR de facto as a Union
Republic of the USSR and as such to include it in the Soviet Union’s eco-
nomic plans.3!! He was not content merely with a ‘close partnership
USSR-GDR’ but had the GDR declare itself, in Article 6 of its 1974 con-
stitution, to be ‘forever and irrevocably allied’ to the Soviet Union and to
commit itself, in article 1 of the 1975 treaty of alliance with the Soviet
Union, to maintaining ‘relations of eternal and unbreakable friendship and
fraternal mutual assistance’. The reference in the previous GDR constitu-
tion to ‘two German states of [one] German nation’ had made it unneces-
sary to emphasize the specific character of the relations between both Ger-
man states in each and every Soviet-German or intra-German treaty. Now,
however, the substitution of this formula with ‘eternal friendship’ with the
Soviet Union, as Falin later was to comment, was ‘stupidity bordering on
provocation’ because the political logic of this change was that anyone
striving for a united, free, and democratic, rather than a Soviet-type Ger-
many allied with the Soviet Union had to oppose the ‘special’ Soviet-East
German relationship.3!?

But then, in the eyes of Soviet policy makers in the 1970s and early
1980s, the new political logic was perfectly acceptable. The consolidation
of the empire seemed to require eradication of all ideas about German uni-
fication now considered politically harmful, no matter whether under capi-
talist, socialist or any other auspices. The new rationale was demonstrated
by an exchange between Falin and foreign minister Gromyko in 1977.
Falin had pointed out to his superior that it was unproductive to emphasize
the theme of ‘two German states’ and unprincipled to abandon the vision
of a united socialist Germany. The criticism was rejected. Gromyko re-

310 Ibid., on actual and intended changes in the GDR economy.
311 Ibid.
312 Falin, Politische Erinnerungen, p. 238.
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marked that ‘We don 't need a united Germany at all, not even a socialist
one. The united socialist China is enough for us. 313

The honeymoon in the relationship between the Soviet leaders and Ho-
necker, however, was destined to come to an end. The first of many rea-
sons is connected with a generational change and the background of the
new leadership in East Berlin. To quote Kvitsinsky again because of his
well-informed perspective, he had long observed that in the GDR the
group of the so-called ‘KZ people’ (KZler, derived from Konzentra-
tionslager) was pressing for power. These were party officials who had
spent the Hitler era neither in capitals of unoccupied Europe nor in quiet
Comintern offices in Moscow but in the concentration camps and prisons
of the Third Reich. Latent tensions had always existed between them and
the emigrants. Honecker was a typical representative of the KZler who, in
contrast to Moscow emigrants such as Ulbricht and Pieck, were less in-
clined to place allegiance to Moscow above the interests of their own
country. That is why, among other reasons, he was more popular than Ul-
bricht with the younger SED officials of the second rank, who had gradu-
ally ascended to leadership positions at the district and regional levels and
who were now moving into the central party organs. One of the indica-
tions of this change in the make-up of the party leadership lay in the fact
that Honecker, after his appointment as party chief, was single-mindedly
surrounding himself with former FDJ cadres. From Moscow’s vantage
point, therefore, there was a distinct possibility that the policies of the
GDR would be determined to a greater degree than before by tendencies
of national patriotism and claims for a more independent role in intra-bloc
and international affairs.314

There was another aspect of Honecker’s biography that was to cause
concern in Moscow. Honecker was born on 25 August 1912 in Ne-
unkirchen in the Land Saarland in the south-western part of Germany, the
son of a miner. At the tender age of ten, pressured by his father, he entered
the communist youth organization there. He did not do well at school,
failed to receive a decent apprenticeship position, went to work for a time
as a farm labourer in Pomerania, returned to the Saarland to work as a
roofer for his uncle, turned professional communist youth organizer and
then rose through the ranks to become a leading member of a KPD district

313 Ibid., p. 239 (italics mine).
314 Kwizinskij, Vor dem Sturm, pp. 256-257.
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committee in that Land.3'> Although, according to Marxist theory, ethnic,
regional, or national attributes are secondary to class characteristics, Ho-
necker’s background could be interpreted as establishing an-all German
predisposition. Such assumptions turned out to be correct. Furthermore, as
will be shown in the next chapter, his background was part of his unbend-
ing desire to visit West Germany, to return to the places where he had
worked as a youth, and to see the grave of his father.3!¢ From the Soviet
perspective, therefore, the combination of a latent tendency to assert GDR
interests and an all-German longing for Heimat produced a psychological
profile whose political repercussions were unpredictable and perhaps diffi-
cult to control.

Before this eventuality became reality, it turned out that Honecker’s
economic programme was no less ambitious and impossible to realize than
that of his predecessor. Kvitsinsky aptly describes the attendant deteriora-
tion in economic conditions and the downturn in Soviet-GDR political re-
lations.

[W]e received information [in the early to mid-1970s] that the GDR con-
sumed much more than it was able to produce. The result of this development
was a rapid increase of the state’s foreign debt, which under Ulbricht had re-
mained within acceptable limits. But cautious warnings from Moscow had no
effect on Honecker. He explained to us that in today’s world only fools would
not take up loans, that the GDR had significant reserves of gold and foreign
currency, and that it had a broad range of possibilities to increase its exports
for freely convertible currency.

Soon, however, it turned out that almost the entire export growth of the GDR
was used up to service the loans that had already been taken up. Many of the
GDR’s economists sounded the alarm but no one in the Central Committee of
the SED seemed to value their opinion. The GDR now needed such goods
from the West as the Soviet Union could not deliver. The Soviet admonitions
to be frugal also went largely unheeded: After international recognition and
the normalization of its relations with the Federal Republic, the GDR with
Honecker at the top, now wanted to venture out independently onto the
stormy sea of international politics. After all, why not? Was the GDR inferior
to Poland or Czechoslovakia?3!’

315 See the biographies by Heinz Lippman, Honecker: Portrait eines Nachfolgers
(Cologne: Wissenschaft und Politik, 1971) and Dieter Borkowski, Erich Honeck-
er: Statthalter Moskaus oder deutscher Patriot? Eine Biografie (Munich: C. Ber-
telsmann, 1987).

316 Interview with Krenz.

317 Kwizinskij, Vor dem Sturm, pp. 258-59.
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In late 1974, Soviet officials learned that East Berlin had worked out a
package of agreements with Bonn to the effect that the GDR should re-
ceive several million West German marks for the improvement of the con-
nections between West Berlin and the Federal Republic and for an expan-
sion of contacts between the population of both German states. This con-
cerned, among other things, the construction or rebuilding of roads, the
opening of new telephone lines, and the cession of small parts of East Ger-
man territory to West Berlin. All this, as Kvitsinsky observed,

made the impression of a very adroit political and commercial deal. The GDR
modernized its roads with its own personnel and was paid for it in foreign
currency by Bonn. The GDR improved its telephone network and again the
Federal Republic was ready to pay for it. And a whole series of similar deals
was in preparation: the modernization not only of the road system but also the
railway links, the opening of additional checkpoints on the border with the
Federal Republic and the expansion of the already existing ones, the facilita-
tion of tourist trips of West Germans into the GDR and of visits to relatives,
the authorization of money transfers, and the lifting of restrictions on postal
parcels. For many of these projects the GDR received the money from Bonn
in advance, so that it was bound to keep its pledges. Ulbricht’s thesis of the
strict separation (4bgrenzung) of both German states was practically buried
quietly. The GDR claimed the right to play a ground-breaking role in the nor-
malization of human relations between Eastern and Western Europe.

The budding relationship between the two Germanys was carefully moni-
tored in Moscow and caused concern that would not cease until the col-
lapse of East Germany. To continue with Kvitsinsky’s account:

Andrei Gromyko viewed this turn in the policy of our German friends with
great doubts from the very start. Although its internal stability, due to the na-
tional division, was substantially less than that of our other allies, the GDR
ventured out far in comparison to the Soviet Union and the other countries of
the Warsaw Treaty. It was clear that Bonn would only invest in the GDR in
order to advance the political goal of the development of German domestic
special relations, that is, to achieve the "change through rapprochement" that
Brandt and Bahr had already conceived in 1963.

And one more completely new element in the policy of the GDR aroused sus-
picion in Moscow: The entire package of agreements with the Federal Repub-
lic had been negotiated without consultations with Moscow. Basically, we had
simply been presented with a fait accompli3'® ...

Gromyko attempted to bring about a top-level dialogue with the GDR on this
whole complex of questions. However, when Honecker heard what it was
about, he avoided meeting with Brezhnev. In January 1975, he sent a delega-

318 Ibid., pp. 259-60.
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tion to Moscow that was led by [SED] Politburo member Hermann Axen,
who was in charge of international relations.

The talk led to nothing. Gromyko expounded the Soviet doubts quite directly
and openly and indicated that the Soviet general staff had a negative opinion
of the measures planned by "the friends" in regard to ensuring the security of
the GDR. But what was the reply of Axen who had been sent expressly be-
cause no one wanted to change anything in the agreements that had already
been signed and made public most hurriedly? He raised up his short arms, ap-
peared insulted by the mistrust of the "Soviet friends" toward the policy of the
GDR, praised the agreements and their advantages for the GDR, and swore
that in regard to the German question there would always be only a policy
closely coordinated with the Soviet Union.3!?

The stage for a serious crisis in Soviet-East German relations had irrevo-
cably been set. Its proportions were far to exceed the scale of the conflict
that had existed in the Ulbricht era. The gravity of basic policy disagree-
ments was compounded by other factors of a more ‘technical’ nature. One
was the fact that Honecker attempted to conceal from his colleagues in the
Politburo all the reservations and warnings conveyed to him from
Moscow, transferring them to his personal files.320 Another was the fact
that the Kremlin had informants in the SED Politburo who reported that
Honecker spoke more and more disparagingly about Brezhnev and the So-
viet Union. The bad-mouthing behind the top Soviet leader’s back in-
creased the resentment towards Honecker felt in Moscow.32!

In 1976-78, careful and, as events were to confirm, entirely accurate
analyses of the internal situation of the GDR were prepared in the Soviet
foreign ministry with the participation of the KGB and the defense min-
istry. The studies predicted a rapid development of relations between both
German states and a growing dependence of East Germany on West Ger-
many. The authors anticipated that the Protestant Church would become
the crystallization point of opposition forces and warned that the structures
of the party, the army, and state security, which on the surface appeared to
be reliable and stable, were in reality swiftly eroding.3%?

Why, then, did the Soviet leadership under Brezhnev fail to react more
forcefully? One of the reasons is connected with internal factors. The ‘era
of stagnation’ (zastoy) seriously affected the top levels of decision making

319 Ibid., pp. 260-61.

320 Ibid., pp. 262-63. Further examples of such concealment of information will be
provided in the next chapter.

321 Ibid., p. 263.

322 Ibid., pp. 264-65.
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— a weakness that was enhanced by Brezhnev’s failing health. Even more
importantly, what were the Soviet options? Economic pressures would
have had negative repercussions on a deteriorating Soviet economy. Such
measures, furthermore, were likely to push the GDR even more quickly
into the arms of West Germany. Finally, Honecker’s closest followers were
now in leading positions in the party, government, and state security.
There was no oppositional faction on which Moscow could rely. Finally,
in contrast to Ulbricht, it was difficult to imagine that Honecker would co-
operate in his removal from office. The imperial centre was beginning to
lose control.

In the period from the late 1970s to the mid-1980s, this predicament of
empire coincided with a serious crisis in all dimensions of Soviet power.
As will be shown in the next chapter, the failures of Soviet policies on the
German problem were both a cause and a symptom of a deepening overall
crisis of the Marxist-Leninist and Imperial paradigm.
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Chapter 3: The Comprehensive Crisis of Empire

1. The Crisis of Ideology

The Soviet empire and the Ideological and Imperial paradigm as its analyt-
ical frame of reference had rested on three major pillars: Marxist-Leninist
ideology, military power and economic resources. For the imperial edifice
to collapse, it would have been sufficient for one of the pillars to fall. In
the period from the late 1970s until the mid-1980s, however, all three sup-
ports had begun to crumble. What were the reasons for this turn of events?
What role, if any, did developments in the two Germanys play in Soviet
imperial decline? And what contribution did the German problem make to
the fundamental reconsideration of priorities and policies that was to occur
under Gorbachev? These are the central questions to be analyzed in this
chapter.

As described in the previous chapter, in any political or imperial sys-
tem, ideology can be said to play a number of important functions. It can
fulfil four major functions: analytical or cognitive; utopian, visionary or
missionary; operational; and legitimizing. By the end of thel970s, Marx-
ist-Leninist ideology failed to fulfil any of these functions. Alexander
Yakovlev, the chief architect of major revision and ultimately destruction
of the whole edifice of Soviet ideology, made this very clear. The theoreti-
cal basis on which the Soviet system and the Soviet Union’s approach to
international politics rested, as he told a conference of communist party
secretaries in September 1989, had been gravely ‘deformed’. The model
of socialist development as exemplified by the Soviet Union had essential-
ly ‘exhausted” itself.323

Indeed, each and every major cognitive and predictive element of
Marxist-Leninist ideology had turned out to be false. Some of the dogmas
had been revised under Khrushchev, notably the idea that military conflict
among the imperialist states was as ‘inevitable’ as war between imperial-

323 Speech by Alexander Yakovlev at the Conference of Communist Party Secre-
taries for Ideological Questions, Varna (Bulgaria), 26-28 September 1989. The
speech was included as agenda item 8 for the SED Politburo meeting of 17 Octo-
ber 1989; SED, Central Archives, Politburo Arbeitsprotokolle, J IV 2/2A/3247.
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ism and socialism. But other major formalized perceptions and predictions
had remained in force. This concerned the notions that the ‘contradictions’
between the ‘power centres of imperialism’ were more basic than the links
that unite them; that in the long run the ‘correlation of forces’ would shift
in favor of socialism; that conflict would end with the victory of social-
ism; that the socialist mode of production was superior to that of capital-
ism; that the ‘national-liberation movements’ would bring about states
with anti-imperialist, non-capitalist and ultimately socialist orientation;
that class relations are the determining factor of international affairs; and
that nationalism would wither away. The increasing gap between ideology
and reality and the decline in the effectiveness of the Soviet system did not
lead to a withering away of the state or of nationalism but rather of the at-
tractiveness of the Soviet model of development. The ensuing crisis of
ideology affected all areas of international politics. It was evident first and
foremost in the highly developed industrialized world, that is, in Western
Europe, the United States, and Japan. But it also pervaded Central and
Eastern Europe, and the countries of the Third World.

In Western Europe, in the late 1970s, the principles of individualism,
pluralism, democracy, the market economy and an active civil society
clashed with the communist ideas of monolithic politics and society as
well as central planning in the economy. The communist parties in West-
ern Europe, in order to enhance their influence and chances to win power,
increasingly began to distance themselves from the Soviet model and de-
velop a new body of thought under the heading of ‘Eurocommunism’. The
Italian and Spanish, much less so the French, but other smaller European
communist parties, subscribed to it.

This development in the international communist movement was vehe-
mently opposed by Soviet ideologists. By the end of the 1980s, in part as a
result of Soviet measures but also because of a significant credibility gap
between the communist parties and mainstream political and socio-econo-
mic forces, ‘Eurocommunism’ in Western Europe had run its course. Even
the traditionally strong communist parties of Italy and France found them-
selves faced with a serious decline in their electoral strength. In other
Western European countries things remained as unsatisfactory as ever
from the Soviet perspective. In West Germany, for instance, the German
Communist Party (DKP) continued to receive less than one percent of the
vote in Bundestag and Lénder parliamentary elections and thus failed to
gain representation at both the federal and the state level. It thus had no
measurable influence in West German political life.
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In Central and Eastern Europe Soviet ideology had never taken root.
The communist regimes in the countries of this area suffered from the de-
fects of having come to power and being kept there by the Soviet armed
forces. Society in that region was perennially affected by Western viruses
leading to infections such as ‘socialism with a human face’ and ‘market
socialism’. Moscow was able to suppress acute flare-ups of the disease but
unable to provide a cure. The last cycle in, from Moscow’s perspective,
political pathology requiring strong curative medicine, had been the
Prague Spring in Czechoslovakia, necessitating the Warsaw Pact’s inter-
vention in August 1968. Some return from the acute to a latent state of the
‘revisionist’ disease had taken place in the country in the early 1970s.
However, not least as a result of the CSCE Final Act of 1975 and the ac-
tivities of the Helsinki Groups, serious remissions occurred in the CSSR
and throughout Eastern Europe. In Poland the outbreak in 1980-81 was es-
pecially serious and proved to have serious consequences also for the Ger-
man problem.

To put the developments in Poland and their effects on the Soviet em-
pire in Eastern Europe in perspective, according to the orthodox Soviet
definition ‘antagonist contradictions’ could exist and crises could occur
only in capitalist systems.?2* Andropov, in his position as general party
secretary, still adhered to this dogma but he had at least admitted: ‘Yes, we
do experience contradictions as well as difficulties.” To think that this
could be different would be ‘abandoning safe, even though harsh reali-
ties.” History had taught that ‘contradictions that by their nature are non-
antagonist can produce serious collisions if they are not taken into consid-
eration’.32> Several theorists went beyond the ideological euphemisms still
apparent in the pronouncements of their chief. They called attention to the
absurdity of drawing a distinction between contradictions that cannot be
solved at all and contradictions that can be solved in theory but not in
practice. To them, as the crisis in Poland 1980-81 had shown, it was non-
sense to stick to the theory of the perezhitki proshlogo, that simply the
‘remnants of the past” were responsible for acute problems. It was more
appropriate in their view to look at the policies of the local communist

324 The security implications and management problems of the Polish crisis will be
dealt with in the next section. In the present section only the ideological dimen-
sion of the crisis will be considered.

325 Yuri N. Andropov, ‘Uchenie Karla Marksa i nekotorye voprosy sotsialistichesko-
go stroitel’stva v SSSR’, Kommunist, No. 3 (February 1983), p. 21.
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parties which could produce ‘political crises with all its dangers for social-
ism’ 326

The ideological failures were equally momentous in the Third World. In
the 1950s and 1960s, it had seemed to Soviet ideologists and political
leaders that the rapidly accelerating processes of decolonization would set
the newly independent ex-colonial countries on a non-capitalist path of de-
velopment in internal system structure and on an anti-Western course in
foreign policy. From Moscow’s vantage point, to accelerate the process it
had appeared expedient to provide aid to the so-called ‘national-liberation
struggle’. But whereas it turned out that Soviet support could occasionally
decide the question of power in the short term, the Soviet Union was inca-
pable of contributing meaningfully to long-term socio-economic develop-
ment of the countries concerned. More often than not, after a period of co-
operation with Warsaw Pact countries in the security field, the new states
turned to the West for development aid. Furthermore, Moscow’s overesti-
mation of the importance of the Third World in the East-West competition
contributed to the overextension, overcommitment and rising costs of em-
pire of the late 1970s and early 1980s.

As for the costs of empire, to underpin its (crumbling) ideological basis
significant sums of money were wasted for an endless procession of visit-
ing communist dignitaries, their medical treatment in special hospitals in
Moscow, vacations in Sochi and hunting trips in Siberia despite the fact
that these dignitaries often had no more than a nuisance value in their own
countries.’?’ In fact, the smaller and more unimportant the party, the
greater its profession of loyalty to Moscow. This was noted also by Gor-
bachev even before he became chief of the CPSU and embarked on a ma-
jor revision of Soviet ideology: ‘We have to ask ourselves, why it is that
influential and strong parties separate themselves from us, whereas the

326 A. P. Butenko, ‘Protivorechiia razvitiia sotsializma kak obshchestvennogo stroia’,
Voprosy filosofii, No. 10 (1982), p. 27. The author at that time was a member of
the USSR Academy of Sciences and Deputy Director of the Institute for the
Economy of the World Socialist System. A similar approach was taken by several
other authors, including the Vice President of the USSR Academy of Sciences,
P. N. Fedoseev, ‘Dialektik des gesellschaftlichen Lebens’, Probleme des Friedens
und des Sozialismus, No. 9 (September 1981), pp. 1192-1200.

327 Interviews with Zagladin, Rykin, and Grigoriev.
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small and insignificant parties remain orthodox and faithful to
Moscow.”328 Such pertinent questions, it would seem, are an illustration of
a more general malaise felt by Soviet leaders and part of their realization
that the international communist movement had turned from an asset into
a liability. Indeed, as Vadim Medvedev, head of the CC’s department for
relations with communist and workers’ parties in 1986-88, observed in ret-
rospect: Whereas earlier, ‘world socialism’ in theory and practice had ex-
erted a powerful influence on world affairs, ‘at the end of the 1970s and
the beginning of the 1980s, its development stopped, which contrasted
sharply with the rapid progress [achieved] in the West and among some
newly industrializing countries’.32°

2. Military Power and Declining Political Influence

The second pillar on which the Soviet empire had rested was military
power. In retrospect, it is quite apparent that some fairly simple but stub-
bornly executed ideas underlay Soviet foreign policy from Stalin to Cher-
nenko: military power could be transformed into global political influence;
military-strategic parity with the United States could be used to advance
claims to political equality; preponderance in conventional weaponry and
forces and superiority in short and medium-range nuclear systems could
serve not only to safeguard Soviet positions in Eastern Europe but to
change the domestic and foreign policies of the Western European coun-
tries in directions favourable to Soviet interests; and the deployment of
naval and airborne forces capable of intervention and power-projection far
beyond the periphery of the Soviet Union would deter Western interven-
tion in Third World countries and induce them to cooperate with the Sovi-
et Union.33% In the 1970s, from Soviet perspectives, favourable develop-
ments in international relations had seemed to confirm the validity of such
notions. In the early 1980s, however, failures occurred more or less simul-

328 In October 1984 in a conversation with Vadim Zagladin, as reported by
Chernyaev, Shest’ let s Gorbachevym, p. 19. Zagladin at that time was one of the
deputy chiefs of the CC’s International Department.

329 Medvedev, Raspad, p. 8.

330 See Hannes Adomeit, ‘The Political Rationale of Soviet Military Capabilities and
Doctrine’, in Strengthening Conventional Deterrence in Europe: Proposals for
the 1980s, Report of the European Security Study (ESECS) (London: Macmillan,
1983), pp. 67-104.
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taneously in Soviet policies towards the United States, Western Europe,
Central and Eastern Europe, Japan, China, and the Third World, necessi-
tating a fundamental conceptual reassessment.

The United States. In the early 1980s, Soviet international relations spe-
cialists began to realize that the depth of ‘contradictions’ in the West had
been overestimated and that the forces that bound together the three main
‘power centres of imperialism’ were stronger than those that put them at
odds with each other. In practical political terms, it had proved impossible
to separate the United States from Western Europe and Japan. There had,
of course, been many divisive issues in Western alliance relations: sanc-
tions in response to the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan; sanctions as a
punishment for martial law in Poland; the West German gas, credit, and
pipeline deal; the stationing of medium-range missiles in Europe; and
doubts about the reliability and loyalty of various European allies. How-
ever, after autumn 1983, these controversies had receded in importance or
disappeared altogether.

In the United States, the strength, composition, and orientation of socio-
economic and political forces had also changed, a fact that the
amerikanisty, the Soviet experts on American affairs, were quick to recog-
nize. Their main line of interpretation at the beginning of the first Reagan
administration was the notion that the new conservative philosophy and
hard-line political approaches in the United States were essentially
short-lived and would soon subside. However, as the Republican Party
headed for a resounding electoral victory in 1984, they and other interna-
tional relations experts increasingly came to adhere to the view that, what
they called the ‘conservative wave’ in the United States was a more last-
ing and dangerous phenomenon.33!

As for American defense policies, it may have appeared to Soviet polit-
ical leaders and analysts that NATO in the mid-1970s was no longer able
successfully to compete with the Warsaw Pact in the arms competition,

331 Yakovlev, for instance, as late as June 1985, thought that the ‘conservative wave’
in the United States was generated and supported by that part of the bourgeoisie
that was intimately connected with the scientific-technological revolution and
high-technology military industry. In his view, this explained the interest of the
Reagan administration in shifting the East-West competition to the military-tech-
nological sphere; see the discussion between him and Vadim Zagladin, chaired by
Fyodor Burlatsky, ‘Vostok — Zapad. Tsivilizatsionnye otnosheniia: Neobkhodi-
most’? Real’nost’? Utopia?’, Literaturnaia gazeta, 26 June 1985.
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that the Western countries were primarily reacting to Soviet initiatives and
that they were increasingly putting faith in arms control negotiations to re-
dress, from their perspective, a deteriorating military balance. Such per-
ceptions, to the extent that they existed, were rendered invalid by new re-
alities in the East-West arms competition. In the late 1970s, defense out-
lays in the United States began to rise sharply. New challenges were is-
sued to the Warsaw Pact, one in the form of laser-guided conventional
weapons and computerized command and control systems, the other in the
shape of Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). The deployment of
intermediate-range nuclear weapons and the resulting capability of NATO
to strike at Soviet territory from Western Europe as well as the ongoing
US strategic modernization programs also put Soviet Union under pres-
sure to respond and to do so in an area in which it could compete less easi-
ly and effectively: military high technology.332

The in-flight destruction, on the night of 31 August — 1 September
1983, of an unarmed civilian South Korean airliner en route from New
York to Seoul (KAL 007) over the waters of the Sea of Okhotsk exacer-
bated Soviet-American relations and deepened the international isolation
into which the Soviet Union had manoeuvred itself. It also underlined the
pitfalls of a mental attitude that relied uncritically on the military and its
standard operating procedures. According to Anatoly Dobrynin, then So-
viet ambassador in Washington, the KAL 007 crisis ‘illuminated the diffi-
cult relations and lack of communication between our civilian leaders and
the military establishment, the generals being even more isolated from the
rest of the world than the politicians’. As invectives were exchanged be-
tween the United States and the Soviet Union, a ‘haggard and worried’
Andropov told Dobrynin: ‘Return immediately to Washington and try to
do your utmost to dampen this needless conflict bit by bit. Our military
made a gross blunder by shooting down the airliner and it probably will
take a long time to get out of this mess.’333 Yet at the same time, the
Kremlin leadership ‘did not have enough courage to recognize publicly
and immediately with deep regret that it [the plane] had been shot down

332 The impact of SDI on Soviet perceptions and policies will be discussed on pp.
149-50 and pp. 226-27.

333 Anatoly Dobrynin, In Confidence: Moscow's Ambassador to America’s Six Cold
War Presidents (New York: Random House, 1995), pp. 536-37.
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over Soviet territory by a tragic mistake. ... It was unusual at that time for
the Soviet government to accept [that] it had made any kind of error.’334

Western Europe. Another crucially important failure in the attempt to
transform military power into political influence was the Soviet campaign
against the stationing of intermediate-range nuclear weapons, the Pershing
2 and cruise missiles, in Western Europe. Chancellor Schmidt had at-
tempted several times to impress upon the Soviet leadership that legiti-
mate Western European security interests would be violated and that West
Germany, above all the SPD, would be pushed into a very difficult politi-
cal situation if the Soviet Union were to deploy a large force of intermedi-
ate range nuclear weapons — SS-20 missiles and Backfire bombers. How-
ever, until the break-up of the negotiations in 1983, no Western offer for
compromise as part of NATO’s ‘dual track’ decision was deemed accept-
able in Moscow. Nothing, therefore, slowed the momentum of Soviet de-
ployments. The Soviet Union continued to improve its quantitative and
qualitative superiority in INF systems. It attempted at the same time to de-
lay or to prevent altogether the NATO counter-deployments in Western
Europe. Its major instrument was a Western ‘peace movement’ that
reached impressive strength in 1983.

But what were the results of the conflict over INF deployments? Mili-
tarily, even after the Western the stationing of the Pershing 2 and cruise
missiles, the Soviet Union gained some advantage. Politically, however,
the Kremlin suffered tremendous losses. The SPD-FDP government under
Schmidt, as a result of intra-party (SPD) controversies over the issue, fell
apart and after the March 1983 parliamentary elections was replaced by a
CDU/CSU-FDP coalition government under Helmut Kohl. In Western Eu-
rope the Soviet leadership saw itself faced with governments of varying
composition, conservative in West Germany and Britain and socialist in
France and Italy, yet all of these governments strongly supported the sta-
tioning of US nuclear-armed missiles in Europe, the improvement of con-
ventional defense and the strengthening of Atlantic ties. The opposition
parties seemed far removed from winning power and shaping defense pol-
icies. Finally, the ‘peace movement’ as an instrument of Soviet state poli-
cy in Western Europe severely declined in importance.333

334 TIbid.

335 Chancellor Kohl, in a speech on 12 November 1991 in Strasbourg, reflected on
the significance of the INF controversy. He stated that the Soviet leadership had
come ‘to recognize the futility of its attempts at decoupling European and Ameri-
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Decline of the ‘Peace Movement’. In 1984, officials at the CC’s interna-
tional department were still trying to reassure themselves and the top Sovi-
et leadership that the ‘peace movement’ was far from defeated. They
cheerfully claimed that a June 1984 opinion survey in West Germany had
revealed that 87 percent of the respondents were still ‘opposed to the sta-
tioning of new intermediate-range nuclear missiles’ and that they ‘support-
ed the withdrawal of those [missiles] that are already deployed’.33¢ Soviet
propagandists were still consoling themselves with the idea that in the past
there had been recurrent waves and periodic ebbs and flows of Western
anti-war movements. Each and every wave had tended to be larger and
more broadly based. The ‘peace movement’, they acknowledged, had lost
the INF-campaign. They thought, however, that it was now entering ‘a
new stage of development’ and gradually transforming itself into a ‘per-
manent political factor’ that would be able ‘effectively to exert influence’
on government decisions.337

Doubts as to the validity of such interpretations were made official only
at the Twenty-seventh CPSU Congress in February-March 1986. Gor-
bachev in his capacity as general secretary promised that the communist
party always ‘proceeds from the realities of the modern world’. Such reali-
ties included the fact that ‘It is, of course, not possible to solve the prob-
lem of international security with one or two even very intense peace of-
fensives. Only consistent, systematic, and persistent work can bring suc-
cess.”338 Subsequently, even Pravda commentators were prepared to ac-
knowledge what perceptive analysts had known for some time and dis-
cussed in private: ‘In the last few years a tendency could be noted among
the anti-war movements, including among the most active and relatively
important ones, to put themselves at a distance from the peace organiza-

can security’ and ‘dividing the alliance’. He was convinced that this realization
had been ‘an essential precondition for the policy of the New Thinking in the So-
viet Union. President Gorbachev himself confirmed this in conversation with
me’; Press and Information Office of the Federal Government, Bulletin, No. 137,
pp- 1115-16 (italics mine).

336 G. Kirillov and V. Shenaev, ‘FRG: Oslablenie pozitsii praviashchei koalitsii’, in
Oleg N. Bykov, ed., Mezhdunarodnyi ezhegodnik: Vypusk 1985 goda. Politika i
ekonomika (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1985), pp. 193-194.
The book appeared in 1985 but the article was written in 1984.

337 V. Orel, ‘Antivoennoe dvizhenie: dostizheniia i perspektivy’, Kommunist, No. 12
(1984), pp. 87-98 (italics mine).

338 Pravda, 26 February 1986.
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tions of the socialist countries.” This tendency threatened to ‘divide the
progressive forces and thus to diminish their strength’.339

Afghanistan and the Third World. Soviet failures in the competition
over the internal systemic structure and foreign policy orientation of the
countries of the Third World were equally glaring. In the 1970s, the dis-
patch of Soviet military advisers and weapons as well as cooperation with
proxies such as Cuba and Vietnam had seemed to have resulted in substan-
tial gains for the Soviet Union at little risk of confrontation with the Unit-
ed States. The early 1980s, however, began to look different. The Reagan
administration appeared to be unaffected by the dual shock of Watergate
and Vietnam. It was ready to return to a more active containment policy
and even a rollback of Soviet gains. Several opportunities for such a poli-
cy presented themselves. In Angola, for instance, Soviet and Cuban inter-
vention had failed to arrest the civil war. The government’s loss of control
over wide areas of the country as a result opened the prospect that the
Marxist regime in Luanda could be overthrown. In Ethiopia, joint Soviet-
Cuban intervention had been unable to stop the Eritrean secession and the
deterioration of socio-economic conditions. North Vietnam’s victory in the
south and its occupation of Cambodia had led to significant economic and
political costs, complicating Sino-Soviet relations and the relationship be-
tween the Soviet Union and the prospering non-communist countries of
Southeast Asia. Finally and most importantly, in contrast to previous inter-
ventions in Eastern Europe, the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan had not
produced a quick military solution and political stabilization. It had led in-
stead to a widening guerrilla war supported by the United States. It re-
mained, as Gorbachev deplored at the Twenty-seventh CPSU Congress, an
"open wound."340

Eastern Europe. The war in Afghanistan had coincided with the rise of
Solidarity in Poland. In fact, in 1980-81, the Soviet leadership under
Brezhnev faced an acute dilemma in its attempt to restore control. She-
vardnadze later remembered that Afghanistan and the Soviet domestic sit-
uation interacted with the events in Poland and heightened anxiety in the
Kremlin about possible negative reactions from the West. ‘But that was
not all. I think Moscow was given pause by serious and, I suppose, correct
fears that the Poles would fight back and that full-scale military actions

339 Yuri Zhukov, ‘The Anti-War Movements’, International Affairs (Moscow), No. 4
(April 1987), p. 23.
340 Pravda, 26 February 1986.
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would have to be unleashed.’3*! Archival evidence has revealed the exis-
tence of such fears. When the issue was discussed at a Politburo meeting
in late October 1981, even traditional hard-liners such as defense minister
Dmitri Ustinov and KGB chairman Andropov had to concede that ‘it
would be impossible now for us to send troops to Poland’. They thought
that the Soviet Union ‘must steadfastly adhere to [its] line not to send in
troops’.342 Mikhail Suslov, the CC secretary in charge of ideology, is re-
ported to have supported this line. ‘Under no circumstances are we going
to use force in Poland’, he exclaimed.3*3 However, the collective mind of
the Politburo was also made up to the effect that, as foreign minister
Gromyko put it, ‘we simply cannot and must not lose Poland’3* The two
positions seemed mutually exclusive. The Soviet leadership was neverthe-
less able to avoid military intervention when General Wojciech Jaruzelski
imposed martial law. But the basic structural problems of imperial control
in Eastern Europe remained. The internal ferment did not end. No stable
solution was achieved.3*> As Poland had shown conclusively, the attempt
at transforming military preponderance into legitimate and effective politi-
cal control in Eastern Europe had failed.

To summarize the discussion of military power and its political utility,
by 1983-84 the Soviet leaders found themselves in a position of severe in-
ternational isolation. Unwilling or unable to embark upon a comprehen-
sive rearrangement of relations with the United States, Western Europe,
Japan, and China, they adopted an attitude of ‘insulted giant’ and ‘bear in
hibernation’.346 Based on the conviction that in response to the implemen-
tation of NATO’s dual-track decision they had to live up to their threats of

341 Shevardnadze, Moi vybor, pp. 205-6.

342 For the documentary evidence as compiled and analyzed by Mark Kramer,
‘Poland, 1980-81: Soviet Policy during the Polish Crisis’, Cold War International
History Project Bulletin (Woodrow Wilson International Center, Washington,
D.C.), No. 5 (Spring 1995), pp. 1, 116-26; p. 121 (italics mine).

343 According to Shevardnadze, at one point in the crisis, ‘I happened to be in
Suslov’s office. Someone phoned him to report about the worsening situation in
Poland and to insist, as I understood it, on an ‘activation of forces.” Suslov re-
peated firmly several times, “There is no way that we are going to use force in
Poland”’; Moi vybor, pp. 205-6.

344 At a Politburo meeting in October 1980, Kramer, ‘Poland, 1980-81°, p. 118 (ital-
ics mine).

345 Shevardnadze, Moi vybor, pp. 205-6.

346 Terms used in lead articles by The Economist at the time.

173

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 3: The Comprehensive Crisis of Empire

political and military countermeasures, they showed a stone-hard face to
the outside world. In typically Brezhnevite fashion, Andropov continued
with the further deployment of SS-20 missiles, the stationing of ‘opera-
tional-tactical missiles’ in the GDR and Czechoslovakia and the forward
positioning of nuclear-armed submarines ‘in ocean areas’ close to the US
coast. He broke off the arms control negotiations on strategic and medi-
um-range nuclear weapons and for a time also those on conventional arms.
Chernenko, his successor, abandoned the policy of selective détente to-
ward the Western European countries, his propagandists attacking the
West German government for allegedly aiding and abetting ‘revanchist’
and ‘neo-Nazi’ tendencies. Trends for cooperation between China and the
West in economic and security matters were growing. In the Islamic world
the standing of the Soviet Union continued to be affected negatively by
the occupation of Afghanistan and Moscow’s support for a pro-Soviet and
pro-communist system in that country.

All lines of communication were blocked. The Soviet leadership for all
practical purposes ceased to be an active participant in international polit-
ics and was relegating itself to the role of bystander. However, behind the
fagade of defiance and stridency, the realization was beginning to gain
ground that power in international relations does not primarily depend on
quantitative indicators such as the number of weapons and troops, reserves
of raw materials, size of the population and the acreage owned or con-
trolled on the Hindukush or the Horn of Africa but on the effectiveness
and efficiency of the socio-economic and political system to develop the
human potential — the chelovecheskii faktor, as this was called under An-
dropov. A greater awareness of the importance of political, cultural, eco-
nomic, and technological instruments in the competition for influence in
world affairs also began to develop and ultimately to give rise to the New
Political Thinking under Gorbachev.

3. Declining Economic Performance and the "Costs of Empire"

The third pillar on which the superpower status of the Soviet Union had
rested was that of economic potential. This pillar, too, was being seriously
eroded. To take one of the crudest measures of stagnation and decline, that
of the gross domestic product, in 1961 Khrushchev had quoted unnamed
economists as estimating that, at the end of the Seven-Year Plan
(1959-65), ‘the USSR will surpass the USA in the volume of production

174

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

3. Declining Economic Performance and the "Costs of Empire"”

and approximately by 1970 in per capita output’.347 The authoritative CP-
SU programme of the same year improved on this prediction. The ‘ap-
proximately’ was replaced by the assertion that the USSR ‘will surpass the
USA ... in per capita output’ in 1970.348 That year, however, came and
went, and starting from 1975 the official USSR statistical annuals began to
show Soviet national income unchanged at the same proportion of US na-
tional income, namely at 67 percent. Correspondingly, the slogan of catch-
ing up with and overtaking the United States was scrapped. Furthermore,
the Institute of World Economy and International Relations (IMEMO) in
Moscow made its own calculations and estimated Soviet national income
to amount to only Aalf of the American volume. It also concluded that the
gap was widening rather than narrowing.3* Unofficial Soviet estimates
later put the Soviet-American national income ratio even lower than
that.330

The Soviet economists’ sense of urgency was sharpened by the fact
that, in the second half of the 1980s, labour and capital inputs were
doomed to slow more rapidly and natural-resource exploitation costs to
rise faster. Extrapolation of trends indicated that the Soviet economy was
heading for zero and negative growth. As Table 2 shows, Western (CIA)
and official Soviet statistical time series data coincided in this portrayal of
trends.>!

347 Khrushchev on 6 January 1991 at a meeting of party organizations, Pravda, 25
January 1961.

348 The embarrassing program was adopted at the June 1961 plenary meeting of the
Central Committee of the CPSU; see Pravda and Izvestiia, 30 July 1961 (italics
mine).

349 Information received from IMEMO researchers by Philip Hanson of the Univer-
sity of Birmingham. The subsequent analysis of economic developments is based
on Phil Hanson’s contribution to The Gorbachev Challenge and European Secu-
rity, Report by the European Strategy Group (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1988), pp.
53-69. Hanson was the principal author of the economic section of the report.

350 A particularly sophisticated re-evaluation of the Soviet official data for the 1970s
and 1980s and their downward revision was provided by Gregory Khanin, ‘Eco-
nomic Growth in the 1980s,” in Michael Ellman and Vladimir Kontorovich, eds.,
The Disintegration of the Soviet Economic System (London: Routledge, 1992),
pp- 73-85.

351 Sources: Narodnoe khoziaistvo SSSR (various years); Pravda, 24 January 1988;
CIA, Handbook of Economic Statistics (Washington, 1986); CIA and DIA, Gor-
bachev’s Modernization Program: A Status Report, Paper prepared for the Sub-
committee on Security Economics of the US Congress Joint Economic Commit-
tee, 19 March 1987; ESG Report, The Gorbachev Challenge, p. 58.
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Table 2: Decline of Soviet Economic Growth, 1965-1985

| 1966-70 1971-75 1976-80 1981-85

A. Soviet official measures

NMP produced 7.7 5.7 4.2 35
NMP utilized 7.1 5.1 39 32
Gross industrial output 8.5 7.4 4.4 3.6
Gross agricultural output® 3.9 2.4 1.7 1.1
Investment® 7.4 7.2 52 32
Capital stock 7.5 7.9 6.8 6.0
Electric power 7.9 7.0 4.5 3.6
Oil, coal, and gas 5.2 5.4 4.2 2.5
B. CIA estimatesb

GNP 5.1 3.0 2.3 1.9
Industrial output 6.4 5.5 2.7 1.9
Agricultural output 3.6 -0.6 0.8 2.1
Investment 5.5 43 43 3.4
Capital stock 7.4 8.0 6.9 6.2
Labour (man hours) 2.0 1.7 1.2 0.7

Notes. All output series and the investment and capital stock figures are in constant
prices, that is, they denote "real" changes. The Soviet official series, however, are
known to contain an element of hidden inflation and therefore are upwardly biased.
Note a: For five-year periods, the growth rates shown are those between the total for
the period and the total for the preceding five-year period. Note b: At 1982 rouble fac-
tor-cost.

Growth, of course, is only one aspect of economic development. When
looking at a country’s status, prestige and influence in international affairs,
other factors are equally important. These concern the quality and techno-
logical level of its products, its share in world commodity and financial
markets, its capacity for innovation, the volume of foreign direct invest-
ment received and the size of development assistance spent abroad. In all
of these categories, the Soviet Union was performing poorly. Innovation
essentially was limited to the military sphere, with hardly any spillover to
the civilian economy. The design features, reliability, and technological
sophistication of its industrial products were notoriously poor. Even with
large price rebates, they were hopelessly uncompetitive in comparison
with Western products. The structure of the Soviet Union’s foreign trade
very much resembled that of a developing country: the USSR exported
large quantities of raw materials, notably oil and natural gas, and imported
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machinery. Its share in world trade in the 1970s and early 1980s hovered
around 4 percent, was far lower than that of the United States, West Ger-
many or Japan, and was declining. With an economy run by the state, the
Soviet Union provided no private investment, which had proven to be an
important factor of growth for many of the newly industrializing countries
such as Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and China.

The Soviet Union’s share in economic assistance programmes was also
small. It lacked the West’s private programs, and government aid lagged
far behind Western shares. The commitments were sometimes impressive
but actual disbursements small. In accordance with the imperial and ideo-
logical paradigm, strategic considerations typically determined aid. But
there were also major problems with the aid provided. Servicing and spare
parts were difficult to obtain, and regimes in the Third World that were
shifting from the acquisition to the consolidation of power and economic
development frequently found that the benefits of cooperation with the
West outweighed those that could be obtained from the Soviet Union.

Specialization and the division of labour in CMEA did not help. The or-
ganization’s system of economic exchanges was like ‘trading dead cat for
dead dog’.332 The economic organization’s inefficiencies merely reflected
those of the Soviet-type system of planning and management. In a normal-
ly functioning empire, the dependencies are meant to provide benefits to
the centre. This was not the case in the Soviet empire. After a period of
blatantly exploitative trade and economic relations in the Stalin era, the
Soviet Union began to subsidize its hold on Eastern Europe. As noted
above, East Germany before the building of the wall was an early example
of what came to be a more general pattern under Khrushchev and Brezh-
nev. Subsidization occurred in the form of the delivery of cheap oil and
gas; overpayment for industrial products relative to world market prices;
and acceptance of industrial products whose quality was inferior to that of
commodities exported by Moscow’s allies to the West in exchange for
hard currency. Whereas such deficiencies were serious enough per se, the
main concern of the Soviet leaders, in what an astute analyst of Soviet af-
fairs called the ‘harsh decade’ of the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, was the

352 The claim to fame for this apt characterization is unclear but probably belongs to
Hungarian economists.

177

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 3: The Comprehensive Crisis of Empire

impact of the deceleration of economic growth and lagging technological
innovation on the military-industrial sector and the armed forces.333

The Military-Industrial Complex and the Challenge of SDI

A number of special features characterized the Soviet military-industrial
complex.3* In conjunction, they amounted to a heavy burden on the Sovi-
et economic mule that, in conjunction with other burdens of empire, it was
ultimately no longer able to bear. Excessive secrecy was one of the many
bales of straw that threatened to break its back. This feature, indeed, was
one of the most pervasive phenomena in both Czarist and Soviet Russia.
By the late 1960s, it had penetrated the system to such an extent that dur-
ing the SALT I negotiations members of the Soviet foreign ministry’s
negotiation team were denied access to information about force levels and
other ‘secrets’ by the members of the Soviet military delegation.>3> Even
after the termination of this practice in SALT II, the most important as-
pects of military affairs remained concealed. These concerned the size and
composition of the military budget; the strength, organization, and deploy-
ment of the Soviet armed forces; the priorities in military research and de-
velopment; the scope and rates of weapons production; and the volume,
composition, and geographical distribution of arms exports and military
assistance. Initiatives in foreign policy were announced only after they had

353 See Seweryn Bialer, ‘The Harsh Decade’, chapter 4 in his The Soviet Paradox:
External Expansion, Internal Decline, Vintage Books (New York: Random
House, 1986), pp. 57-80.

354 The term was coined by Eisenhower. In 1961, in his farewell address, he warned
against a collusion between ‘big business’ and the military, that is, against the
possible emergence of a ‘military-industrial complex’ that could ‘acquire unwar-
ranted and potentially dangerous political power’; as reported in The New York
Times, 18 January 1961. The Soviet military, of course, denied the existence of
such a complex in the USSR. To General V.N. Lobov, first deputy chief of staff
of the Soviet armed forces and a first deputy minister of defense, that idea was
‘absurd’; ‘Est’ 1i v SSSR voenno-promyshlennyi kompleks?’, Izvestiia, 16 Octo-
ber 1988. For the late Soviet period, however, it was essentially correct to say
that, whereas the United States has a military-industrial complex, the Soviet
Union is a military-industrial complex.

355 This fact was first revealed by Raymond Garthoff, an American participant in the
SALT I negotiations. It was confirmed to this author at that time by a Soviet for-
eign ministry official.
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been decided. Discussions in the Politburo and Central Committee on in-
ternational security affairs remained unpublished.

A second feature of military affairs and the military-industrial complex
damaging to the economy was the priority given to the arms industry in
the allocation of resources. Military industry received the best in machine
tools and instruments. It paid its workers more than what workers and em-
ployees would receive in the civilian sector, and they had easier access to
better housing and medical facilities. Supply bottlenecks were fewer in
arms research, development and production since managers, state officials,
and party secretaries learned to attend more quickly to requests from that
industry.

A third special feature with negative impact on the economy was the
one-way flow of technological innovation. As part of the priority given to
the military sector, great emphasis was put on military research and devel-
opment. According to Roald Sagdeev, the former head of the Institute for
Space Research at the USSR Academy of Sciences, in the Brezhnev era at
least 70 percent of the personnel employed in scientific tasks worked in
the military and, therefore, secret and ‘closed’ sector of science.35¢ Mili-
tary industry was almost exclusively the beneficiary of innovation, with
spillover occurring only in one direction: from civilian research and devel-
opment to the military sector.

Fourth, military industry was largely exempted from planning con-
straints. It was able to enjoy the supply advantages of central planning
without suffering its demand disadvantages. Production quotas, for in-
stance, were not assigned to pilot plants and experimental factories, and
retooling to upgrade weapons in these enterprises was standard practice.

Fifth, relative to the civilian sector, there was more effective quality
control in military industry. The defense ministry, as the sole buyer of
weapons, made sure that it would get what it wanted. This was achieved
mainly by quality-control inspectors attached to each plant. These voennye
predstavitely, or military representatives, were empowered to reject prod-
ucts that did not conform to the stringent design specifications laid down
by the ministry. They received their salaries from the ministry, and since
they were neither employed nor paid by the plant, the establishment of
cosy and corrupt relations between them and the plant management was
made difficult.

356 Novoe vremia, No. 47 (1988), p. 27.
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Finally, the high levels of military expenditure contributed to the bur-
dens of empire and the downfall of the Soviet economy. According to
Western estimates, Soviet military spending in current prices was said to
have increased from about 50 billion roubles in 1970 to approximately 130
billion in 1986.357 In the period from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, mil-
itary expenditures were estimated to have increased by 10 percent annual-
ly in current prices. Since such rates of growth exceeded that of the econo-
my, the proportion of military expenditures in GNP, according to Western
estimates, increased from 12-14 percent at the beginning of the 1970s to
15-17 percent at the beginning of the 1980s.35® Many Western and Soviet
observers, including Gorbachev after he had become General Secretary,
thought that such estimates were too low. In conversation with Gromyko,
for instance, he assumed that military expenditures constituted 16 percent
of national income but ‘if one added to that 4 percent for the MVD [Min-
istry of the Interior] and the KGB, the total would amount to 20 percent,
which is the highest [proportion of] military expenditures [of GDP] in the
world’.3%?

The level of defense expenditure did not constitute much of a problem
in the conditions of relatively high economic growth in the 1950s and
1960s. But as the decline in the growth rates of the Soviet economy con-
tinued in the 1970s, objective constraints made themselves felt. The priori-
ty allocation of resources to the military sector of the economy became a
cancerous growth, a malignant tumour that sapped the strength of the
whole economic organism and threatened to destroy it. Starting from the
second half of the 1970s, growth of Soviet military expenditures in real
terms, based on 1970 prices, was estimated as having decreased from
about 4 to 2 percent per annum; no growth was recorded any longer in
military procurement.3%? Such trends, according to Western analysts, were
not the result of deliberate decisions by the political leadership but the in-

357 The Soviet Economy under a New Leader, Paper Prepared Jointly by the Central
Intelligence Agency and the Defense Intelligence Agency for Submission to the
Subcommittee on Economic Resources, Competitiveness and Security Eco-
nomics of the Joint Economic Committee, Congress of the United States, 19
March 1986.

358 Ibid.

359 As quoted by Shakhnazarov, Tsena svobody, p. 49.

360 According to CIA calculations, USSR: Measures of Economic Growth and Devel-
opment, 1950-1980, Studies Prepared for the Use of the Joint Economic Commit-
tee, U.S. Congress, Washington, D.C., December 1982, p. 54.
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exorable consequence of the overall slowdown of the Soviet economy.3¢!
Even political leaders with a limited understanding of economic affairs —
essentially all of the Soviet leaders from Stalin to Gorbachev — could no
longer ignore the fact that the share of military expenditures in the gross
national product could not continue to rise indefinitely; that a technologi-
cally advanced military sector could not exist in isolation from the econo-
my; that the future effectiveness and modernity of the armed forces was
threatened by the economic deficiencies; and that tinkering with the sys-
tem and yet another round of ‘administrative streamlining” were no longer
enough to remedy the problem. The Soviet military was certainly getting
restless about the political leadership’s inability to achieve a level of tech-
nological sophistication in the military-industrial sphere that would guar-
antee high military technology competitiveness and military-strategic pari-
ty with the United States.362 Perhaps conscious of the dissatisfaction inside
the main pillar of Soviet global power, Brezhnev addressed the top mili-
tary leaders in the Kremlin only two weeks before his death. He attempted
to reassure them that they would get everything they needed. But he also
had to tell them that ‘politics can only be effective if it is based on real
economic and military power’ 393

It is into this setting that Reagan’s ‘Star Wars’, or Strategic Defense Ini-
tiative (SDI), has to be placed. As Dobrynin has observed, ‘Our physicists,
headed by Academician Yevgeni Velikhov, were as sceptical as many of
their American counterparts [about the prospects for developing an effect-
ive strategic defense in space] but their views hardly carried much
weight. ... Our leadership, however, was convinced that the great technical
potential of the United States had scored again and treated Reagan's

361 See, for instance, Abraham S. Becker, Sitting on Bayonets: The Soviet Defense
Burden and the Slowdown of Soviet Defense Spending, Rand / UCLA Center for
the Study of Soviet International Behavior, The Rand Corporation, Santa Monica,
CA, JRS-01, December 1985.

362 Disagreements over economic and military priorities in all likelihood led to the
dismissal of chief of staff Nikolai Ogarkov in September 1984; see Jeremy R.
Azrael, The Soviet Civilian Leadership and the Military High Command, The
RAND Corporation, R-3521-AF, June 1987; see also Dale R. Herspring, ‘Nikolai
Ogarkov and the Scientific-Technical Revolution in Soviet Military Affairs’,
Comparative Strategy, Vol. 4, No. 1 (January 1987), pp. 29-59.

363 ‘Soveshchanie voenachal’nikov v Kremle’, Pravda, 28 October 1982 (italics
mine).

181

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 3: The Comprehensive Crisis of Empire

statement as a real threat.’3%* Such perceptions were not only by the
Kremlin in the Andropov and Chernenko interregnum after the death of
Brezhnev but also by Gorbachev. Since the argument is made in this book
that the crumbling of the three main pillars of empire and a grave domestic
political crisis formed a compelling rationale for Gorbachev’s New Think-
ing, his views on the SDI issue are of considerable importance. There is
little direct evidence how he regarded the problem before his accession to
power but there is ample proof in his first months in office. The evidence
available shows that he recognized science and technology as crucial fac-
tors of global political influence and Reagan’s Star Wars not simply as one
of the many gyrations of the arms competition but as a fundamental chal-
lenge to the Soviet Union.365

Prior to Gorbachev’s accession to power, a growing number of party of-
ficials and academic specialists became concerned about the social costs
of high defense expenditures. Shevardnadze later recalled that he had ex-
pressed his concern about the impact of the arms race on both superpow-
ers. In a private conversation at his (Shevardnadze’s) home in Moscow,
United States ambassador Thomas J. Watson had told him that in the Unit-
ed States signs of a falling standard of living had appeared and that this
could probably be attributed to the high costs of the arms race. In his opin-
ion, the same applied to the Soviet Union. By carrying the burden of the
arms race both the USA and the USSR were beginning to sacrifice com-
petitiveness relative to other countries. Shevardnadze agreed and cited the
examples of the Federal Republic of Germany and Japan: ‘While we were
competing in the production and stockpiling of state-of-the-art weapons,
they, freed from this burden, surged ahead of us.’3% Furthermore, he con-
tinued, ‘in our economy only the military-industrial complex operated at

364 Dobrynin, In Confidence, p. 528 (italics mine).

365 Evidence will be presented below; see pp. 273-74. Gorbachev, in retrospect, has
attempted to deemphasize the importance of SDI for changes in the Soviet ap-
proach towards the West. For instance, at a conference on ‘A World Restored:
Reflections on Ending the Cold War’, organized by West Point Military Acade-
my, 8-9 October 1995, he stated that the Soviet Union had an advanced research
program and was ready for cost-effective responses. ‘SDI was not decisive in our
movement to a new relationship. Change in the Soviet Union was the decisive
factor’; quoted from notes taken by one of the participants.

366 Shevardnadze, Moi vybor, pp. 149-50. No date was provided for the conversa-
tion. From the context, it appears that it took place in 1985, after Shevardnadze’s
appointment to the post of foreign minister.
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peak performance, thriving at the country’s expense and making it possi-
ble for the country to entertain illusions of its own might and power. But
suddenly it dawned on us that real power is something much more than
nuclear warheads’.3¢7

To return to the main line of the argument, the erosion of the three main
pillars of empire reflected long-term structural deficiencies of the Soviet
empire and the Soviet system. The crisis of empire which this erosion pro-
duced was intimately connected with a domestic political crisis in the So-
viet Union.

4. The Domestic Political Crisis

The self-proclaimed ‘stability of cadres’ had been one the main building
blocks of the Soviet system under Brezhnev. After the cycles of physical
liquidation under Stalin and the hectic administrative reshuffling and fre-
quent discoveries of ‘anti-party groups’ in the Khrushchev era, Brezhnev
finally met the ruling elite’s longing for predictability and security of
tenure — at a price. Stability turned into stagnation (zastoy). Corruption
and nepotism became rampant. The ‘new class’ of party officials became
ever more insulated from society.’®® The system of self-generating and
self-selecting appointments according to centrally controlled lists (nomen-
klatura) turned party officials into an oligarchy, or a special caste, some-
thing akin to an aristocracy, with life peerage that provided power, perks
and privileges.3®® The elite, if this term can be meaningfully applied, had
its own clannish ties, special stores, maternity wards, funeral services,
health resorts and hunting lodges. Its children spent time together, re-
ceived priority access to higher education and often intermarried. Brezh-
nev’s son, to take an example from the highest level of the hierarchy, be-
came deputy minister for foreign trade, and his son-in-law was promoted
to first deputy minister of the interior.37

367 Ibid.

368 This phenomenon in the evolution of Soviet-type systems was aptly described by
Milovan Djilas, The New Class (New York: Praeger, 1968).

369 Terminology used by Mikhail Voslensky, Nomenklatura, transl. Eric Mosbacher
(London: Bodley Head, 1984), and Georgi Arbatov, The Soviet System: An Insid-
ers Life in Soviet Politics, with an introduction by Strobe Talbott (New York:
Random House, 1992), p. 227.

370 Ibid.
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There was one segment of growth in the period of stagnation: the bu-
reaucracy. In accordance with Parkinson’s Law, the number of bureaucrats
in the Brezhnev era rose to unprecedentedly high levels. The party apparat
expanded by tens of thousands of officials, many of whom incorporated as
a result of the creation of agricultural departments in the party’s district
committees. About half a million officials (chinovniki) filled the hierarch-
ical layers of the party bureaucracy, from the central apparatus (Politburo,
Secretariat, CC departments) to the regional and local offices in the Union
republics, regions, districts, cities, and territories. Growth occurred also in
the number of officials in state and economic administrations. Between
1975 and 1980, their ranks swelled by three million and in 1984 surged to
a level of 18.6 million bureaucrats. They could be found, some of the time
at least, at their desks in 36 councils of ministers, more than 1,000 min-
istries and state committees, 51,700 executive committees of the regional
and locals soviets, 44,600 production and scientific-production asso-
ciations, 21,600 state farms (sovkhozy), transportation, construction, trad-
ing, and service enterprises as well as health and educational institu-
tions.3”!

These data excluded the officers and men in the Soviet armed forces,
the KGB, border troops, interior ministry and the police. The strength of
the five branches of the armed forces — the army, the navy, the air force,
the strategic rocket forces, and air defense — added up to a total of about 5
million officers and men.372 The secret police (KGB) had an estimated
720,000 agents on its payroll, and this agency and the interior ministry
(MVD) had under their command 570,000 officers and men in military
formations, including several divisions of border and internal security
troops.3”3 Excluded also were the officials in the labour unions, youth or-

371 Data as compiled by M.U. Klimko, Voprosy istorii KPSS, No. 11 (1984), p. 16, as
quoted by Gyula Jozsa, ‘The Party Apparatus under Andropov and Chernenko’,
in Federal Institute for East European and International Studies, ed., The Soviet
Union 1984/85 (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1986), pp. 25-27.

372 Data from various issues of the International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS)
Military Balance (London).

373 Astrid von Borcke, ‘The Role of the Secret Service’, in Federal Institute for East
European and International Studies, ed., The Soviet Union 1984/85 (Boulder, Co-
lo.: Westview, 1986), pp. 49 and 56 as well as various issues of the IISS Military
Balance. The figure of 720,000 KGB agents is based on research by Yevgenia
Albats, The State within a State: The KGB and Its Hold on Russia — Past, Present
and Future, trans. Catherine A. Fitzpatrick (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux,
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ganization (Komsomol) and other ‘social formations’, collective farms, or
kolkhozy, and the state farms (sovkhozy).

The numerical expansion of the administrative apparatus and the exter-
nal and internal security services was matched by an increase in their po-
litical representation and influence. The defense minister and the head of
the KGB became full members of the Politburo. Brezhnev appointed him-
self Marshal of the Soviet Union and emphasized his role as supreme
commander of the armed forces. Important questions of internal and exter-
nal security were discussed and decided in a reactivated defense council
(sovet oborony), a select body of top party and state officials and high-
ranking military officers. Prominence, status and prestige of the military
were demonstratively elevated. On the occasion of official celebrations in
Red Square, the top military leaders were prominently placed atop the ros-
trum at the Lenin mausoleum, at the right-hand side of the General Secre-
tary; as if to demonstrate equality with the party, they took up half of the
rostrum.

The armed forces were called upon to assume a new ‘internationalist’
function in order to be able to advance world-wide ‘state interests’. For
that purpose, the navy and the air force were equipped with long-range in-
tervention capabilities.374

The priority allocated to military industry in the economy, the privi-
leged position of the military in politics and society as well as the more
prominent role of the armed forces in foreign policy could be interpreted
as rampant ‘Bonapartism’ or at least as a successful bid by the military for
power at the expense of the party. This, however, would be an erroneous
interpretation of the essence of civil-military relations under Brezhnev.
The undoubted growth in the military’s status and influence did not result

1994), p, 23. For detail on these figures see infra, chapter 5, the section on the
KGB.

374 The new ‘internationalist’ role of the Soviet armed forces was explained by [Mar-
shal] Andrei A. Grechko, ‘Rukovodiashchaia rol” KPSS v stroitel’stve armii sot-
sialisticheskogo armii’, Voprosy istorii KPSS, Vol. 5 (1974), pp. 30-47. The case
for using the navy as an instrument for the advancement of Soviet ‘state interests’
was vigorously made by Admiral Sergei S. Gorshkov in a series of articles in the
navy’s journal Morskoi sbornik. For a detailed analysis see Hannes Adomeit,
‘Militirische Macht als Instrument sowjetischer AuBempolitik: Uberholt? Un-
brauchbar? Unentbehrlich?’, in Hannes Adomeit, Hans-Hermann Hohmann and
Giinter Wagenlehner, eds., Die Sowjetunion als Militdrmacht (Stuttgart:
Kohlhammer, 1987), pp. 200-235.
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from a politicization of the armed forces or their deliberate push for power
but from a pull exerted by the party.

The same can be said for the enhanced role of the secret police in the
1970s and early 1980s. The KGB was permitted to increase its influence
and representation in the Central Committee and the party bureaus of the
Union republics. Heydar Aliev, head of the KGB in Azerbaijan, and Boris
Pugo, his counterpart in Latvia, became party chiefs in their respective re-
publics. Andropov was chief of the KGB until his transfer to the party ap-
paratus in May 1982. Under his tutelage, the secret police became ever
more prominent and active. It was instrumental in implementing a whole
series of restrictive measures, curbing cultural expression, religious rights
and freedoms and the free flow of information. It helped stifle and silence
dissent. It persecuted and suppressed human rights groups like the Helsin-
ki CSCE watch committees. All along, the KGB engaged in image build-
ing. It fostered the idea that it was a modern, efficient and reliable institu-
tion, devoid of internal corruption and dedicated to furthering the interests
of the party, the state and the people, and hence entitled to a privileged
role in politics and society.

Bureaucratization and militarization interacted with a crisis of political
leadership. One of its many causes lay in the serious health problems that
Brezhnev developed after 1975. In the last years of his rule, he was said to
have been able to work only for a few hours each day. His death in
November 1982 at the age of almost 76 thus came almost as a relief to re-
form-minded officials in the party and government. In fact, the Politburo’s
selection of Andropov as his successor was greeted, according to
Chernyaev, with an ‘outburst of ovations’ in the November 1982 plenary
meeting of the Central Committee.375 Such outbursts had occurred previ-
ously, some of them carefully stage-managed. This time, however, the en-
thusiasm appeared to be genuine.

The new leader had the reputation of being intelligent, shrewd, skilful,
hard-working, and immune to corruption. He was regarded as having a re-
markable mind, political talents, and an intellectual bent and as being in-
corruptible and selfless, which on occasion bordered on asceticism.37¢ His
record as ambassador to Hungary during the 1956 revolution, CC secre-
tary in charge of relations with the ruling communist parties in the 1960s,

375 Chernyaev, Shest’ let s Gorbachevym, pp. 12-13.
376 Andropov as characterized by Arbatov, The System, p. 256.
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and head of the KGB in the period from 1967 to 1982 made him appear
better informed than anyone in the top leadership about the shortcomings
of the Soviet system and the problems of empire in Eastern Europe. He
seemed to combine perfectly the qualities of enlightened intellectual and
efficient technocrat. Nothing, however, was to come of the high hopes that
had accompanied his appointment. He merely prescribed the time-hon-
oured Soviet medicine of a new campaign to cure the social and economic
ills that had befallen the country. The campaign was conducted under the
heading of ‘mobilization of reserves’ inherent in the system in order to
modernize it. The imposition of discipline was meant to help in this effort.

The structural deficiencies of the system had led to a plethora of activi-
ties at the margin or outside the legal framework and a thriving ‘second
economy’. Many of these activities were advantageous to the consumer
since they mitigated the rigidities of central planning and alleviated supply
and distribution shortages. Yet rather than legalizing and constructively
channelling these forms of private initiative, the new party leader set out
to eradicate them. He decreed a relentless struggle against ‘social para-
sites’, ‘idlers’, ‘work shirkers’ and ‘violators of work discipline’. New
regulations went into effect imposing harsher penalties for certain econo-
mic offenses such as bribery, speculation and theft of products or tools
from the workplace. The police were roused from their doldrums and
forced to conduct dragnet operations in shops, bars, restaurants, movie
theatres and steam baths to check whether the people found there had le-
gitimate reasons or were skipping work. The dragnet operation was also
employed as part of yet another anti-alcoholism campaign. Drunkards
were rounded up and punished by pay cuts, demotions, and public denun-
ciations.

It is possible that Andropov considered the expansion of police powers
and intrusion into the private sphere to be a preparatory stage for more far-
reaching structural changes, perhaps even in a more liberal direction. If so,
such changes were never outlined. A mere three months after his inaugu-
ration as secretary general of the party, he was put on a dialysis machine
for kidney failure. In April 1983, rumours abounded that he no longer
commanded a majority among the top leadership. Politburo and Central
Committee meetings were postponed. The party chief was last seen in
public on 18 August 1983. Like actors in a thedtre absurd, and in a repeti-
tion of practices adopted in the last years of Brezhnev’s life, Andropov’s
subordinates excused the party leader’s absence with claims that he was
suffering from recurrent colds. Letters and documents were published on
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his behalf to prove that he was keeping abreast of the affairs of state and
working indefatigably. Yet Andropov was not at hand to announce and
justify the ‘countermeasures’ in response to the West German parliament’s
decision to deploy intermediate-range nuclear missiles, and he failed to
appear in public in order to explain the circumstances that had led to the
destruction of the civilian Korean airliner on flight KAL 007. These tasks
were left to Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, the Soviet armed forces’ chief of
staff. Essentially, Soviet decision-making, or lack thereof, had reverted to
the last years of the Brezhnevite zastoy. The political and personal agony,
perhaps mercifully, came to an end only on 9 February 1984, when An-
dropov died.

Another succession and leadership crisis erupted. Reform-minded party
officials had hoped that this time the Politburo would chose Gorbachev as
party leader. This was not to be. As vividly described by Chernyaev, on 14
February the top leadership was ready to announce its choice for An-
dropov’s successor to the assembled members of the Central Committee.

Five minutes before the beginning of the session, the candidate members of
the Politburo and the CC secretaries, as was customary, entered the hall
through a side entrance. [Politburo candidate member and CC secretary]
Ponomarev, the perennially first among the second, led the procession. The
tension had reached its high point. All eyes were focussed on the left door be-
hind the rostrum, that is, the entrance to the presidium. Who will appear first?
Exactly at 11 a.m. Chernenko appeared. Behind him followed [Prime Minis-
ter] Tikhonov, [Foreign Minister] Gromyko, [Defense Minister] Ustinov, [CC
secretary] Gorbachev and the others. There was dead silence in the hall. No
one stirred. When Andropov, after Brezhnev’s death, had been first to enter
the plenary hall, everyone had stood up. The members of the presidium sat
down, Gorbachev directly next to Chernenko. It was still uncertain [who had
been chosen]. Chernenko rose, bent over steeply towards his notes on the ta-
ble and in an asthmatic voice mumbled a few words about the deceased.

Tikhonov then announced that the Politburo had completed its delibera-
tions and instructed him to ‘propose to the plenum to consider the candi-
dacy of comrade Chernenko’. The Central Committee was stunned. It re-
sponded to the proposal with lukewarm applause and to Tikhonov’s lauda-
tio of the candidate with embarrassed silence.3”” Predictably, the new lead-
er proved to be as frail as his predecessor, although less imaginative.

One is left to wonder why that selection was made and why Gorbachev
was not chosen instead. Some understanding of the reasons may shed

377 Chernyaev, Shest’ let s Gorbachevym, pp. 11-13.
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some light on how one should view Gorbachev’s position at that time and
the policies he pursued subsequently.3”® Four possible reasons can be ad-
vanced.

The first is that the gerontocracy did not understand the seriousness of
the Soviet predicament and, to the extent that it did recognize problems,
thought that they could be managed. In the light of the Politburo’s rejec-
tion of Chernenko and preference for Andropov in 1982, however, this ra-
tionale is unconvincing.

The second possibility is that the Politburo chose a transitional figure
with the idea in mind that it would put its trust in a second-in-command
(Gorbachev), who would effectively run party and state affairs and take
over from him on Chernenko’s departure. This explanation is disingenu-
ous. Its attractiveness lies in the fact that, at least up to a point, subsequent
events moved in this direction. There is no evidence, however, that this
was the Politburo’s reasoning at the time.

The third rationale is the idea that the members of the Politburo had
been frightened by Andropov’s initiatives and feared for their job if they
were to select a younger, more dynamic leader. What speaks for such an
interpretation is the fact that in his speech of praise to the CC Tikhonov
had emphasized the candidate’s ‘benevolent attitude’ towards the cadres
and, as Gorbachev discovered at the meeting, there were many happy
faces around. These belonged to members of the Central Committee who
had felt ‘threatened by dismissal or who had already retired but still be-
longed to the CC. They were hopeful that ‘now their time, the tranquil and
“stable” [time], in a word, the “time of Brezhnev”, would return’.37°

Finally, opting for someone like Gorbachev, with his only fifty-two
years of age at the time of Andropov’s death, would have been far re-
moved from the collective political mind of the Politburo. In their view,
Gorbachev was simply too young to be allowed to skip several steps on
the ladder of seniority. Although no spring chicken at the age of seventy-
two, Chernenko was ‘younger’ than other leading candidates for the top
party post — Tikhonov was seventy-eight, Ustinov seventy-five, and
Gromyko seventy-four. Did they remember and feel encouraged by the re-
mark made by Andrei Kirilenko, a then member of the Politburo, who had

378 This discussion draws on John Miller, Mikhail Gorbachev and the End of Soviet
Power (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), pp. 39-40.
379 Gorbatschow, Erinnerungen, p. 242.
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stated at Brezhnev’s birthday celebrations in 1976 that seventy years of
age was being thought of in the Soviet Union as ‘middle age’?380 Perhaps.

In conformity with the last argument, a private meeting is said to have
taken place shortly prior to the Central Committee plenum, with
Gromyko, Ustinov, Tikhonov, and Chernenko in attendance. The four ap-
pear to have taken the crucial decision on the succession. Tikhonov was
overheard in the corridor as saying, ‘I believe that we did indeed decide
correctly. Mikhail [Gorbachev] is still young. One also doesn’t know how
he would behave in that position [of General Secretary]. Kostya [Cher-
nenko] is exactly the right man.’38!

Whatever the precise reason for his selection, Chernenko as party chief
meant continuation of the ineptitude, incompetence, inertia and lack of in-
novation of the Soviet system. Collectivism in decision-making and conti-
nuity of policy would again be emphasized. As previously, some econo-
mic experiments and pilot projects would be authorized but comprehen-
sive reform was ruled out. In foreign policy, matters would turn from bad
to worse. Given the party chief’s infirmities (he was said to suffer from
emphysema) and his long periods of absence from the job (for instance,
from 15 July to 5 September 1984 he never appeared in public), it is safe
to assume that Gromyko was effectively in charge. Some Western scholars
have made valiant attempts to portray this interval as rife with Soviet en-
deavours to re-establish détente with the West.382 More pertinent, it would
seem, are contemporary observations to the effect that under Chernenko’s
nominal leadership the counterproductive attitudes of ‘bear in hibernation’
and ‘insulted giant’ not only continued but turned into an ‘aggressively
isolationist mood’.383 The number of Jews permitted to emigrate shrank to
a trickle. Andrei Sakharov, already exiled in Gorki, was denied a visa for
medical treatment in the West. The Soviet Union cancelled its participa-

380 Pravda, 15 October 1976.

381 Gorbatschow, Erinnerungen, p. 241. Gorbachev thus in essence confirms what
American journalist David Remnick had heard. "‘Kostya [Chernenko] will be
easier to control than Misha [Gorbachev],” one of the Politburo members said as
he left the room where they had settled the issue." As quoted in his Lenin s Tomb:
The Last Days of the Soviet Empire (New York: Random House, 1993), p. 63.

382 For instance, Raymond L. Garthoff, The Great Transition: American-Soviet Rela-
tions and the End of the Cold War (Washington, D.C.: Brookings, 1984), pp.
168-94.

383 This was the observation made by Richard Owen, ‘Chernenko Walling Out the
West’, The Times (London), 28 June 1984.
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tion in the 1984 summer Olympic games. The country’s direct-dial inter-
national telephone circuits, installed for the 1980 Olympics in Moscow,
were unplugged and replaced by old-fashioned Soviet operators.33* New
fences topped with barbed wire went up around foreigners’ compounds in
Moscow and police were instructed to check Russian visitors more strin-
gently. A new article 13 of the criminal code of the Russian Federation
made it a crime to pass on to foreigners ‘information that constitutes a pro-
fessional secret’. Another law imposed a fine of 50 roubles on citizens
who invited foreigners to stay at their home without informing the police.
There was an increase in psychological intimidation and even physical as-
sault against Western, notably American, journalists, diplomats, and
tourists.38 The list of xenophobic measures could be extended and supple-
mented by examples of a nationalist and military-patriotic revival. At this
stage, however, it is necessary to return to the main topic and examine the
interaction between the multidimensional crisis of empire and the German
problem.

5. The Impact of the Crisis on Soviet-East German Relations

The accelerating decay at the centre also affected East Germany as the
most exposed part of the Soviet imperial periphery. Perhaps paradoxically,
it was not the GDR’s actual or perceived socio-economic decline that
prompted a crisis in Soviet-East German relations but contradictory Soviet
perceptions and policies conducted on their basis. The Kremlin leaders, on
the one hand, believed at least part of what they heard from the East Ger-
man leadership: that the GDR was a political and economic success story.
But, on the other hand, and quite in contrast to the idea of the GDR’s polit-
ical consolidation and economic prowess, they were concerned about the
country’s allegedly increasing dependence on West Germany and drift
away from the Warsaw Pact and CMEA. Not least because of this depen-
dency did the Kremlin resent the SED leadership’s newly found self-confi-
dence and assertiveness. As described in the previous chapter, early in his

384 This appears to have happened in 1982, still under Brezhnev, but the practice
continued under Andropov and Chernenko; see Kevin Klose, ‘The New Soviet
Isolationism: A Sorry Retreat’, International Herald Tribune, 26 May 1984.

385 Richard Owen, ‘Chernenko Walling Out the West’, The Times (London), 28 June
1984.
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tenure Honecker had been willing to consent to a package of quadripartite
agreements and understandings on Berlin and bilateral agreements with
West Germany on intra-German relations. However, in the second half of
the 1970s, the new provincial governor had become more self-confident
and independent and just as difficult to manage as his predecessor. There
was less coordination and consultation between the GDR and the USSR
than in the past. The Soviet leadership reacted with admonitions to the
SED comrades not to overestimate their role and, in their relations with
West Germany, not to let themselves be drawn into further economic de-
pendencies. However, the admonitions fell on deaf ears. And there was
very little the USSR could do since it had transferred most of its occupa-
tion rights to the GDR and Honecker was firmly in control of the party.38¢

As for the early 1980s, the archival evidence clearly shows how, in Ho-
necker’s perception, the GDR’s profile had grown after it had received in-
ternational recognition, including UN membership. A lot of room in SED
Politburo meetings is taken up by often exuberant reports on the various
visits by Honecker and other Politburo members abroad, visits by Western
and other dignitaries to the GDR, exchanges between SPD and SED party
leaders, and meetings between East and West German government offi-
cials. The new evidence also reveals that, while the relationship with the
Soviet Union remained an important part of East German foreign policy,
its relative importance for the GDR was declining. East Germany was di-
versifying its foreign policy, a reversal of roles and policies was taking
place and the sources of Soviet-East German conflict changed. In the early
1970s, the controversies had concerned questions of foreign policy. At that
time, Moscow had felt confident enough to push for East-West détente. In
the late 1970s and early 1980s. and most acutely in 1983-84, East German
foreign policy deviationism was again at issue. This time, however, it was
East Berlin that felt brave enough to make closer contact with the class en-
emy.

Honecker’s confidence was reflected in his new attitudes towards Ger-
man unification, thereby confirming Soviet anxiety about East Germany’s
possible drift into an all-German direction. Turning future events on their
head, Honecker told SED officials in February 1981 that,

386 ‘Mauerbau mit Genehmigung Moskaus: Kwizinskij als Zeuge im KeBler-Proze$3’,
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 23 July 1993.
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if today certain people in the West make presumptuous speeches and pretend
that reunification of the two German states is more important to them than
their wallet, then we would like to tell them: be careful! Socialism will one
day knock on your door, and when the day comes that the workers of the Fed-
eral Republic decide to transform the Federal Republic of Germany into a so-
cialist state, then the question of German reunification poses itself completely
anew. There shall be no doubt how we will decide then.3$7

Contrary to such unrealistic notions, as Gromyko had clarified earlier, a
united socialist Germany was no longer in the Soviet interest. Although
German unification under socialist auspices had no chance ever to be put
on the agenda of practical politics, Honecker’s all-German pretensions did
produce considerable irritation in Moscow (see infra in this section).
Whenever it came to a confrontation over specific issues deemed impor-
tant from the Soviet vantage point, the interests of the centre still took
precedence over those of the fiefdom. However, the degree of influence
the Soviet Union could exert on the broad sweep of East German policies
was even more limited than in the past. Frequently it yielded on subordi-
nate issues. In 1983, for instance, Honecker demanded the recall of the
two-time Soviet ambassador, Pyotr Abrasimov, who had long conducted
himself as if the GDR were his personal fiefdom, attending East German
Politburo sessions and interfering almost at will. Andropov obliged.388
Whereas the CPSU, after Andropov’s death and Chernenko’s appointment
to the post of General Secretary in February 1984, was demoralized, inter-
nally divided and internationally isolated, the SED, in contrast, was able to
present an almost undivided front. If the weak and ineffective Soviet lead-
ership had wanted to undermine or replace Honecker, it would hardly have
known on whom to rely in a reshuffle.38°

The enhanced self-assurance of the SED derived not only from its im-
proved image and standing in the West but also from developments in
Eastern Europe. In the late 1960s, the GDR had only been a junior partner
in the Warsaw Pact’s so-called ‘iron triangle’, comprising East Germany,
Poland, and Czechoslovakia — a powerful bulwark based on coal, iron and

387 ‘Honecker spricht von Vereinigung beider deutscher Staaten’, Frankfurter Allge-
meine Zeitung, 17 February 1981.

388 See Kwizinskij, Vor dem Sturm, pp. 263-64; see also his remarks on the conduct
of Yefremov, Abrasimov’s predecessor.

389 See James A. McAdams, ‘The New Logic in Soviet-GDR Relations’, Problems
of Communism, Vol. 37, No. 5 (September-October 1988), pp. 52-53; see also
Kwizinskij, Vor dem Sturm, pp. 255-66.
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steel in the economy, orthodoxy in ideology and retrenchment in foreign
policy. The triangle, however, had disintegrated in 1968, when the
Czechoslovak communist party succumbed to the disease of ‘revisionism’
from which, essentially, it was never to recover. In the second half of the
1970s, helped by massive borrowing from the West, Poland became the
Soviet Union’s preferred partner in bridge-building between East and West
in Europe. But that country’s role, too, collapsed with the disastrous
downturn of its economy, the rise of Solidarity and the downfall of the
party. East Germany was the only side of the triangle that seemingly re-
mained unaffected by the viruses of internal dissent and economic decline.
Outwardly, throughout the 1970s, it maintained domestic political stability
and officially it boasted steady economic progress. Whereas, according to
government data of the three countries concerned, the net material product
of Poland and Czechoslovakia decreased at the beginning of the 1980s (in
Poland, it fell by 12 percent in 1981, and by 5.5 percent in 1982; in
Czechoslovakia, by 0.1 percent and 0.3 percent respectively), the East
German economy grew by 4.8 percent and 2.5 percent. East Germany’s re-
ported economic performance in 1983 and 1984 was even better, the
growth of the East German national product outpacing that of any other
CMEA country.

What, then, were the consequences of the increased self-confidence of
the East German leadership for USSR-GDR relations? In the period from
the Soviet Union’s intervention in Afghanistan in December 1979 to the
Bundestag’s consent to the stationing of Pershing II and cruise missiles on
West German soil in November 1983 they were difficult to recognize for
the outside observer. Both Moscow and East Berlin had a shared interest
in maintaining reasonably good political and economic relations with the
countries of Western Europe. Thus Brezhnev, Andropov, and Honecker
had fostered the notion of the divisibility of détente and the possibilities
for Europe to remain a tranquil island in the rough seas of superpower
competition. They had portrayed the Reagan administration as the driving
force behind an increased danger of war in Europe and exempted the
Schmidt government from the worst criticism. The purposes of this policy
of differentiation were apparently to undercut American economic sanc-
tions, to enhance the influence of the West German ‘peace movement’ and
to exacerbate divisions in the Western alliance. Both Moscow and East
Berlin warned that the European idyll could abruptly come to an end.
They threatened that if Bonn were to implement the December 1979 ‘dual
track’ decision of NATO and consent to the deployment of intermediate-
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range nuclear systems on its soil, intra-German relations would be one of
the first major casualties of a new cold war in Europe. They cautioned that
the whole carefully woven network of legal, political and economic rela-
tions between West Germany and its neighbours in the East could sudden-
ly unravel. Gromyko, for instance, in the fall of 1983, stated in East Berlin
that the deployment of U.S. missiles on West German soil would ‘contra-
dict the spirit and letter’ of the treaties normalizing Bonn’s relations with
Moscow and East Berlin.?* Similarly, in October 1983, Honecker warned
that if the Bundestag were to consent to the stationing of the missiles, a
‘new ice age’ would ensue in relations between East and West Ger-
many.3!

But it soon became apparent that Moscow and East Berlin had different
reasons for opposing the deployment of missiles in Western Europe. The
primary objective of the Soviet leadership was to maintain its military pre-
ponderance in Europe and to expand its political influence by means of the
‘peace movement’ and protracted arms control negotiations. By contrast,
the East German leadership seems to have been motivated by the desire to
avoid being drawn into an accelerated arms race between East and West in
Europe and having to bear the brunt of a deterioration in East-West politi-
cal relations.

In the autumn of 1983, shortly before the Bundestag decision, the atti-
tudes and policies of the Soviet Union and East Germany began to diverge
openly. Neues Deutschland started publishing letters to Honecker from
Evangelical Church congregations, urging him to continue the dialogue
between the two German states. Mutual trust, the letters said, should flow
from the dialogue and form the basis of a ‘security partnership’ and, as he
had explicitly advocated, the formation of a Koalition der Vernunft, or
‘coalition of reason’.3%> He also, in order to emphasize the East German
position, stated at a plenary meeting of the SED Central Committee in
November 1983, that is, only two days after the beginning of missile de-
ployments in West Germany, that the countermeasures decided upon by
the Warsaw Pact did ‘not elicit any enthusiasm’ in the GDR and that it
was of ‘great importance to continue the political dialogue with all forces’.
Charging that the Kohl government had taken upon itself a great responsi-
bility by agreeing to the stationing of missiles, he nevertheless assured the

390 Pravda, 19 October 1983.
391 In a letter to Chancellor Kohl, Neues Deutschland, 10 October 1983.
392 Neues Deutschland, 22 October 1983.
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Central Committee: ‘“We are in favor of limiting the damage as much as
possible.”3?3 Thus, new seeds of East German deviation from the Soviet
foreign policy line had been sown.

From the Soviet point of view, the problem was difficult to manage
since party leaders in several other Eastern European countries, too, con-
tinued to be interested in normal relations with the West. Hungary, Roma-
nia and, to a lesser extent, Bulgaria were openly asserting their own for-
eign policy preferences. There was even sweeping ideological justification
for the divergence from the Soviet line and the challenge to Soviet author-
ity. Such justification was developed by Matyas Sziirds, head of the inter-
national department of the Central Committee of the Hungarian Commu-
nist Party, in October 1983. In the era of the Comintern and the Comin-
form, he argued, the national interests of the member states of the ‘social-
ist community’ had ‘unconditionally’ been subordinated to international
interests. Such subordination, he stated emphatically, should no longer ob-
tain. Differences in experience were completely natural since there was no
‘single correct model’ to imitate. Both historic traditions and contempo-
rary conditions made it possible for ‘relations between individual socialist
and capitalist states to continue to develop despite the fact that the deterio-
ration of East-West relations and the contraction of contacts are the gener-
al trend’.3%4

In 1983-84, the SED also began to deviate from the CPSU’s internal
policies, notably on the issue of the relationship between the state and so-
ciety. In contrast to the Soviet leadership under Andropov and Chernenko
and its attitudes towards dissent, the East German government granted a
certain degree of autonomy to the Evangelical Church. It also permitted
the establishment of some transnational links between the two German so-
cieties, including the churches and the ‘peace movement’. On the ideo-
logical plane, the SED began to cultivate a new ‘special relationship’ with
Western European social democratic parties. In April 1983, for instance, it
organized a major conference in East Berlin on the legacy of Karl Marx, at
which the SED argued that the cause of preserving peace had assumed pri-
ority over the promotion of social change. Not only were communist par-

393 1Ibid., 26-27 November 1983.

394 In a lecture delivered on 20-21 October 1983 at a conference on the teaching of
history after World War II. The lecture was not published at the time. However,
an article by Sziirds based on it appeared in the Hungarian journal Tadarsalmi
szemle (Budapest), No. 1 (January 1984), pp. 13-21.
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ties of all orientations invited to send delegations to the conference, but so
too were numerous social democratic parties, including the SPD. Then, in
the following year, the SED began a series of direct negotiations with the
SPD on common security issues, first, on a proposed chemical weapons-
free zone and later on a European nuclear-free corridor.3%3

Soviet concern was reinforced not only by the fact that Honecker was
toying with the idea of German unification under socialist auspices but
also by another twist in East Germany’s perennial search for national iden-
tity. It still emphasized its socialist roots but no longer derived its exis-
tence exclusively from the ‘revolutionary’ strands of German history. It re-
tained the claim that the GDR was the culmination of the tradition associ-
ated with the peasant wars of the early 16th century and its leaders (e.g.,
Thomas Miinzer, G6tz von Berlichingen and Florian Geyer), the bourgeois
revolutions of 1830 and 1848 as well as the proletarian revolution of
November 1918. But it now began to associate itself also with the ‘whole
richness of German history’. Thus, the SED discovered precursors and
parallels to its own world view in the writings of Johann Wolfgang von
Goethe and Immanuel Kant and began to reinterpret the historic role of
Martin Luther, Frederick the Great and Otto von Bismarck. To the chagrin
of the Soviet comrades, it also began to revaluate the conspiracy to assas-
sinate Hitler on 20 July 1944.39

Thus, on the eve of the twentieth anniversary of the assassination at-
tempt, at a meeting of the (East) German Society of Historians and the
Central Institute on History at the Academy of Sciences, SED court histo-
rians and ideologues claimed that the resistance group under Colonel Graf
Stauffenberg had included ‘patriotic officers’ who deserved ‘a place of
honour in the history of the German anti-Fascist resistance struggle’. Their
cooperation with other leading personalities from different sections of
German society had to be regarded as an incipient ‘coalition of reason’ (!)
and their attempt against the life of Hitler on 20 July 1944 as ‘a coura-
geous act of historic and national significance’.3°7 Contrary to such rein-
terpretations, an article in the Soviet army newspaper scathingly attacked
the Stauffenberg circle as having consisted of forces close to the German
‘monopoly bourgeoisie” and having ‘advocated an alliance with American
imperialism and the creation of a united imperialist front against the Sovi-

395 McAdams, ‘The New Logic in Soviet-GDR Relations’, p. 53.
396 Neues Deutschland, 20 July 1984; Krasnaia zvezda, 19 July 1984.
397 Neues Deutschland, 20 July 1984.
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et Union’. In obvious allusion to the East German historiographical depar-
tures, it warned that current efforts aimed at elevating such forces to the
‘rank of national heroes’ could not be considered separately from the ‘acti-
vation of revanchist and nationalist tendencies in West Germany’.3%8

The most important issue, however, and one that was to provide the
first of two main triggering mechanisms for a severe crisis in Soviet-East
German relations, was the extension of substantial amounts of West Ger-
man credit to the GDR. In July 1983, the West German government had
guaranteed a credit to East Germany in the amount of 1 billion (West Ger-
man) marks. In June 1984, on a visit in Moscow, Honecker was warned
not to increase GDR dependence on West Germany. Honecker chose to ig-
nore the comradely advice, and in late July 1984 another major West Ger-
man government-guaranteed credit to East Germany in the amount of 950
million German marks was agreed upon. Unacceptably from Moscow’s
perspective, the West German economic and financial benefits were linked
to East German political concessions. For instance, when Bonn announced
the second credit, it stated that East Berlin had consented to a list of eleven
measures for the improvement of intra-German travel and visits and had
given firm assurances that it would permit several thousands of its citizens
to emigrate to West Germany in the current year.3% In fact, in the first half
of 1984 a larger number of East German citizens — almost 30,000 — visited
West Germany than ever before. Given the importance of the issue for the
increasing alienation in Soviet-East German relations and the animosity
between Honecker and Gorbachev, the problem of debts and dependency
will be analyzed later in more detail.

The second triggering device for the severe crisis in Soviet-East Ger-
man relations in the summer of 1984 was the preparation of an official
state visit by Honecker to the Federal Republic. For the East German party
leader such a visit was, in the opinion of former SED Politburo colleagues,
an ‘important, even emotional issue’ and the likely ‘crowning of his ca-
reer’.4%0 To provide some background, in November 1981, Brezhnev had
visited West Germany for the third time during his tenure in office and had
supported the idea of a meeting between Schmidt and Honecker. On 11-13
December 1981, Chancellor Schmidt and Foreign Minister Genscher paid

398 Krasnaia zvezda, 19 July 1984.

399 See the reports on this linkage in Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung and
Stiddeutsche Zeitung, 26 July 1984.

400 Interview with Krenz; Schabowski, Das Politbiiro, p. 35.
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an official visit to East Germany and held talks with Honecker at Lake
Werbellin and in Giistrow. However, the German chancellor and his for-
eign minister, as indeed international public opinion, were shocked when
General Jaruzelski, on the last day of Schmidt’s visit in the GDR, declared
martial law in Poland. The ‘internal intervention’ in Poland that made it
unnecessary for the Soviet Union to intervene could not possibly have
been carried out without Brezhnev’s endorsement.*! It was not unlikely,
therefore, that the Soviet and, in association with them, the East German
stage managers had intentionally attempted to embarrass Schmidt. They
could at least have had the decency to delay their action until after
Schmidt’s return to West Germany. But now, as Polish internal security
forces were rounding up Solidarity activists, the intra-German handshakes
looked strangely out of place. In fact, not having been given discreet ad-
vance warning for a timely cancellation of the visit to East Germany, the
chancellor and his foreign minister appeared duped to the West German
public. Schmidt nevertheless extended an invitation to Honecker to visit
the Federal Republic.

In the circumstances, that is, the continuing East German support for
the repression of Solidarity in Poland and the widening controversy over
the stationing of intermediate-range missiles in Europe, a visit by Honeck-
er to West Germany at any time in the period from December 1981 to
November 1983 seemed completely out of the question. But in 1984, after
Honecker’s deviation from the harsh Soviet line and the extension of the
second West German credit to East Germany, the visit advanced from a
dim prospect to specific planning. September was the month agreed upon
for the visit. But the Soviet leadership, as will be shown, was adamant that
it should not take place. Before examining this hotly debated issue, it is
appropriate to sketch the deterioration of Soviet-West German relations
that coincided with the crisis in Soviet-East German affairs.

6. The Impact of the Crisis on Soviet-West German Relations

In March 1984, the Soviet leadership under Chernenko’s frail guidance re-
sponded to the challenge in the bloc with an ideological counteroffensive

401 See Sidney 1. Ploss, Moscow and the Polish Crisis: An Interpretation of Soviet
Policies and Intentions, Westview Special Studies on the Soviet Union and East-
ern Europe (Boulder, Colo.: Westview, 1986), pp. 135-53.
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and at the April plenum of the Central Committee decided to show a
stone-hard face to the outside world.#92 Part of the new harsh attitude was
the abandonment of selective détente, that is, the policy of relative good-
will and inducements to West Germany and Western Europe, while adher-
ing to an uncompromising attitude toward the United States. The first indi-
cations of the new Soviet policy toward West Germany appeared in a com-
muniqué issued at the end of the conference of foreign ministers of the
Warsaw Pact countries in Budapest on 20 April 1984, which expressed
concern that once again ‘concepts are being propagated that put into
question the borders of the European states and their social order and that
are directed against the political and territorial realities in Europe’.403
Thus, yet another propaganda campaign against Bonn began to take
shape. As if in preparation for Foreign Minister Genscher’s visit to
Moscow at the end of May, Soviet politicians and party hacks suddenly
found a new growth of revanchism’, ‘militarism’, and ‘neo-Nazism’ in the
Federal Republic. Whereas accusations of the West German government
had until then been based only on guilt by association, that is, on the idea
that Bonn was supporting or at least not resisting the policies of the Rea-
gan administration, it was now held directly responsible for the sharp dete-
rioration in East-West relations and for an increased risk of war in Europe.
In particular, Soviet propagandists attacked Bonn and the decision by the
Western European Union (WEU) to lift the restrictions, imposed on West
Germany when it entered NATO in 1955, on the production of long-range
conventionally armed aircraft and missiles. They claimed that the WEU
decision had to be seen in the context of the current ‘policy of the mili-
tarist circles’ in NATO, including in West Germany. This policy had en-
tered a highly dangerous phase, they charged, its manifestations being
plans for the deployment of new American missiles in Europe, increased
defense cooperation in WEU and demands by CDU and CSU leaders for

402 On the ideological counteroffensive, see the article by Oleg Rakhmanin, deputy
head of the Central Committee’s Department for Liaison with the Communist and
Workers’ Parties: O. V. Borisov (pseud.), ‘Soyuz novogo tipa’, Voprosy istorii
KPSS, No. 4 (1984), pp. 34-39. The Soviet ideological counteroffensive was sup-
ported by the Czechoslovak Communist Party purged of its reformist and ‘revi-
sionist” members. An example is the article by party officials Michael Stefanak
and Ivan Hlivka, ‘Narodni a internacionalni v politice KSC’, Rude pravo, 30
March 1984.

403 Izvestiia, 21 April 1984.
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the creation of a European nuclear force.** Although the Soviet campaign
against Bonn is on public record, the question arises why it took so long —
almost half a year after the Bundestag vote on missile deployment — to get
underway. Several reasons may explain the time lag.

First, the Soviet leadership may not have foreseen the likely evolution
of West German domestic politics after the November 1983 Bundestag
vote and regarded the position of the SPD on international security issues
as promising. In fact, a considerable transformation of the SPD had taken
place in the period from 1977 to 1983. In 1977, chancellor Schmidt had
commented on the need to maintain a balance between NATO and the
Warsaw Pact countries in the ‘gray weapons’ area, that is, the realm be-
tween the strategic and tactical nuclear levels. He had been one of the
principal architects of NATO’s dual-track decision in 1979. But there was
wide-spread opposition to his defense policies within the party. It re-
mained to be seen, from Moscow’s perspective, whether majority opinion
in the party would distance itself further from NATO and move towards
neutralism or return to the political centre in West German politics.

Second, in the immediate aftermath of the stationing of the missiles, no
one could predict with certainty the reaction of the West German ‘peace
movement’ and its future influence. The Central Committee’s Internation-
al Department still assumed or at least hoped that major sections of the op-
position outside parliament would continue to demonstrate against the sta-
tioning of missiles and draw upon the impressive strength of the more than
one million people that it had been able to muster in the fall of 1983. In
Moscow it seemed unlikely that the ‘peace movement” would decline so
quickly to political insignificance in the West German body politic.405 The
probable degree of success or failure of Soviet military pressure and selec-
tive détente, therefore, may not have been clear in the arteriosclerotic col-
lective mind of the Soviet leadership.

Third, the Politburo may have hesitated to impose a new line on West
Germany because, as noted, the Eastern European countries were quite
averse to a deterioration of political and economic relations with Western
Europe. Party leaders and propagandists in these countries had no illusion

404 Danil Proektor, ‘Wenn die letzten Limits fallen’, Neue Zeit (Moscow), No. 19
(May 1984), pp. 18-21; see also V. Nikanarov, ‘Indul’gentsiia militarizmu: NATO
pooshchriaet narashchenie voennoi moshchi FRG’, Krasnaia zvezda, 18 May
1984.

405 Interview with Zagladin.
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about the great difficulty to make a new ‘revanchism’ and ‘militarism’
campaign against West Germany appear credible. Thus, the Soviet Polit-
buro may initially have wanted to act behind the scenes in order to avoid a
damaging public dispute in the bloc and to force the issue only after the
failure of attempts at persuasion.

Fourth, the Kremlin may not have realized until the first months of
1984 that vigorous efforts needed to be made to restore the credibility of
the Soviet threat posture. Beginning in early 1984, the West German gov-
ernment began to claim triumphantly (but perhaps unwisely) that neither
the Soviet countermeasures at the military level nor the dire political con-
sequences threatened by Moscow in the end amounted to much. The ‘new
ice age’ of which the Kremlin had warned, had failed to come about.
Above all, as West German officials pointed out in private as well as in
public, intra-German relations and the status of Berlin had remained unaf-
fected. West Germany’s economic relations, too, had not suffered, neither
with the USSR nor with other Comecon countries. Such manifestations of
‘business as usual’ may have increased the pressure on the Soviet leader-
ship to demonstrate that it did, indeed, mean business.

Finally, Chancellor Kohl’s political philosophy and the evolution of in-
tra-German affairs had become an irritant in Moscow. In July 1983, when
Kohl had visited Moscow, he had forcefully portrayed reunification as a
major foreign-policy goal of the West German government. Subsequently,
after his return to the Federal Republic, he had insisted that the German
problem was still eine offene Frage — an unresolved question — and that, as
codified in the 1972 Basic Treaty, ‘special relations’ existed between the
two German states. In principle, this was nothing new. Officials in the So-
viet foreign ministry and the Central Committee’s International Depart-
ment, however, thought they had detected a new stridency on the German
problem by what, after all, was no longer a government coalition led by
social democrats but by conservatives.400

Thus, given the persistence of the traditional paradigm in 1984, the So-
viet Union’s relations with both East and West Germany were becoming a
problem. But the relationship with its recalcitrant and obstructionist gu-
bernator in East Berlin had to be dealt with immediately. In late July and
early August, the Soviet leadership finally lost its patience. It went public
with its criticism and forced the unruly East German satrap to reappear in

406 Interview with Rykin.
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Moscow to face another round of accusations. This important juncture in
centre-periphery relations in Europe will be described and analyzed next.

7. Debts, Dependency, and Intra-German Relations

In Haydn’s ‘Surprise’ Symphony (No. 94 in G Major), a possibly slumber-
ing audience is rudely awakened in the andante of the second movement
when, at a second pianissimo, the full orchestra suddenly plays a fortissi-
mo. At this stage in the book, after the tour de force on paradigms and pa-
rameters, the reader may need a jolt to reinvigorate his interest. If so, noth-
ing could serve that purpose better than two Pravda articles that appeared
in the summer of 1984. The sensitivity of the subject matter, the timing of
the articles and their high-level political backing converged to catch the at-
tention of political leaders and slumbering Sovietologists. The articles also
tell a fascinating story of empire and ideology.

Perhaps paradoxically for the uninitiated in the defunct (but now again,
in the Putin era, again relevant) art of Kremlinology, the articles were pri-
marily about West Germany but nevertheless infuriated the East Germany
leadership. Equally paradoxically for the untrained eye, the first article
was written by a certain Lev Bezymensky who — in contrast to the
pseudonyms often used by the editors of Pravda to lay down the party line
— actually existed but who was almost unknown beyond a small circle of
specialists in both the Soviet Union and the West.*07 Nevertheless, the arti-
cle was also published in Neues Deutschland, the East German party
newspaper. The second article did not have a by-line, and the East German
party newspaper failed to publish it.48 However, the issues it dealt with
were considered serious enough by both Soviet and East German party
leaders to break off their vacations and hurry to a hastily arranged secret
meeting in Moscow. According to widespread Western opinion, it was the
advent of perestroika and glasnost that caused a deep political rift between
the CPSU and the SED and personal animosity between Honecker and
Gorbachev. It can be argued, however, that the chasm between them
opened earlier, with the publication of the two articles and the subsequent
emergency meeting in Moscow.

407 Lev Bezymensky, ‘Pod sen’iu amerikanskikh raket’, Pravda, 27 July 1984.
408 ‘Na lozhnom puti’, ibid., 2 August 1984.
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Before analyzing the content of the articles, the background for their
appearance will be presented first.

First and foremost, their origins are to be found in the extension of two
major government-guaranteed credits by the government in Bonn to East
Berlin and the Kremlin’s conviction that the GDR was dangerously drift-
ing into West Germany’s orbit. The first credit, granted in July 1983,
amounted to 1 billion German marks (Milliardenkredit); the second, al-
most in the same amount — 950 million marks — was extended in July
1984. Since credit to communist countries in one form or another, for in-
stance, to Poland, was to become a normal part of East-West interaction
and had already played a part in Soviet-American relations in the period of
détente, it is easy to overlook the significance of the dramatic measure.
Except for ‘swing’ credits to facilitate intra-German trade, credit to East
Germany was unprecedented. Furthermore, the political sensitivity of the
arrangements was heightened by the fact that they did not occur in a peri-
od of renewed détente but rather in one of unabated East-West tensions
over the stationing of intermediate-range nuclear missiles in the Soviet
Union and Western Europe. In addition, the credits were arranged by
Franz Josef Strauf3, who in the past had been the béte noire of Soviet and
East German propagandists and had been attacked by them as a rabid re-
vanchist harbouring nuclear ambitions. For the Soviet Union the main is-
sue was whether East Germany was carelessly embarking upon a slippery
path that would lead from economic to political dependency and ultimate-
ly to erosion of its socialist foundations.

Gtlinter Mittag, the chief architect of the New Economic Mechanism un-
der Ulbricht and the leader responsible for economic affairs under Ho-
necker, was to acknowledge in retrospect that there had indeed existed a
close linkage between politics and economics. At the beginning of the
1980s, he wrote, the GDR had no longer been in a position ‘to achieve on
its own the necessary qualitatively higher level of labour productivity’.
The CMEA could not be relied upon to provide new impetus either. On
the contrary, in his view, this organization ‘relied on the GDR for the de-
velopment of new technologies’. Thus, the only thing that remained was
ever ‘closer cooperation and closer rapprochement’ with West Germany
although ‘we implicitly had to accept the fact that the Federal Republic al-
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ways granted assistance under the premise of preparing for future reunifi-
cation’ .49

Soviet-East German controversies over the issue began in earnest at the
beginning of the 1970s. The deteriorating performance of the centralized
command economies, including that of the GDR, threatened to erode liv-
ing standards and political stability. In order to avert that danger, Honeck-
er developed an ambitious sozial-politisches Programm that was to pro-
vide not only for the continuation of subsidies for cheap food, rent, health
care, education, and transportation but also the expansion of housing con-
struction and social benefits, such as old-age pensions, child-care benefits,
maternity leave, and a reduced work week. Laudable as the program may
have been, the question was how to finance it. If severe cuts in investment
were to be avoided, an increase in borrowing was the answer. When the
possible risks of such a strategy were pointed out to Honecker at a Polit-
buro meeting as early as in February 1972, he made it clear that he accept-
ed these risks and that borrowing from the West presented no problem
since, as he said, “We do not have the intention to repay the debts of the
GDR in two years. 410

The ‘oil shock’ with its substantial price increases for that commodity —
oil prices more than doubled between April 1979 and April 1980 — signifi-
cantly increased the GDR’s borrowing requirements. For whereas the So-
viet Union profited immensely and thereby managed to postpone the ulti-
mate hour of reckoning, that is, its collapse, by huge windfall profits, East
German economic specialists estimated that the price explosion for oil and
raw materials on the world market would ‘lead to an enormous additional
burden for the national economy of the GDR, amounting to an estimated
25-30 billion [East German] marks’. That, precisely, was the sum that Ho-
necker had intended to spend on the core of his sozial-politische Pro-
gramm, the construction of housing.4!!

East Germany’s level of indebtedness subsequently began to rise. This
did not go unnoticed in Moscow. In the mid-1970s, prime minister Kosy-
gin told Mittag that East Germany should refrain from increasing its level

409 Giinter Mittag, Um jeden Preis: Im Spannungsfeld zweier Systeme (Berlin: Auf-
bau Verlag, 1991), p. 83.

410 Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 11, p. 49.

411 Ibid., p. 54. The East German mark was officially valued at parity with the West
German Deutsche Mark. However, on the black market, one DM was traded for
five or more GDR marks.
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of Western indebtedness above 6 billion Deutsche Mark.#!2 To put this fig-
ure in perspective, according to the head of the GDR Staatsbank, even this
limit would have been ‘3.6 times higher than the total export volume’ of
the GDR and meant that ‘the national income consumed [would have
been] higher than the national income produced’.*!3 But Honecker and
Mittag ignored all warnings and considerations of economic rationality
and went far beyond this level. In fact, at that time, GDR hard currency
indebtedness was already well over 6 billion Deutschmarks. In 1979 the
total debt stood at about 30 billion Deutschmarks.*14

Werner Krolikowski, a Politburo member and CC secretary for econo-
mic affairs in 1973-76, later revealed that ‘at every meeting with Honeck-
er the Soviet party leaders — Brezhnev, Andropov, Chernenko and Gor-
bachev — warned of the great danger of indebtedness to the West’.415 At
one of these meetings in East Berlin, in October 1979, on the occasion of
the thirtieth anniversary of the foundation of the GDR, ‘Brezhnev pounded
his fist on the table and, in front of the assembled [SED] Politburo, ac-
cused Honecker of leading the GDR into bankruptcy’.#16 The East German
party leader pretended to take the criticism seriously and had proposals put
before the Politburo to halve the total debt of the GDR in the 1980s. But
these proposals were as unrealistic as his previous policies. No serious at-
tempt was made to fulfil the plans, and the level of debt continued to in-
crease.

Honecker and Mittag then began to use an extensive business network
under the auspices of Alexander Schalck-Golodkowski, a shrewd and
shadowy figure, to raise as much hard currency as possible. The network
went under the name of Kommerzielle Koordinierung (Coordination of
Commerce), referred to by insiders as KoKo, which Schalck also used to
amass a private fortune. One of the avenues he pursued was the export of
weapons, a scheme that began in earnest in 1982 and earned the GDR
about 300 million Deutschmarks in that year.*!” KoKo expanded commer-

412 Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, [Vol. 1], p. 325.

413 Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 11, p. 50. Grete Wittkowski was the head of the
GDR state bank. Her figure of 3.6 is calculated on the basis of a projected debt of
DM 5.9 billion (rather than DM 6 billion) for the end of 1973.

414 Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 1, p. 327.

415 Hand-written notes by Krolikowski, dated 16 January 1990, ibid., Doc. 22, p.
327.

416 Ibid.

417 1Ibid, Vol. 11, p. 63.

206

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

7. Debts, Dependency, and Intra-German Relations

cial exports, too, even if it meant engaging in transactions that would yield
only 0.10 Deutschmarks per commodity unit at a production cost of 1 East
German mark. Schalck finally used KoKo to exchange East German for
West German marks at commercial banks in West Berlin. Since the banks
kept each other informed about the volume of such exchanges, Schalck’s
operatives synchronized their transactions in order to avoid a precipitous
fall in the exchange rate.*!8

The imperial centre was apparently well informed about Honecker’s
economic strategy and, indeed, about internal SED concerns and opposi-
tion to the increasing level of indebtedness. One of the informants was
Krolikowski, who told the Kremlin in March 1983: ‘The deliveries in the
export plan with the Soviet Union have not yet been specified up to the
necessary 100 percent. Products in the amount of 1.3 billion marks are still
missing.’#!® He commented that this state of affairs ‘unmasks [the fact]
that the most important task [of planning] is the balancing of trade with
the NSW [non-socialist world] through [an increase in] exports’. Further-
more, according to Krolikowski, it also showed the GDR’s intention "fo
sell to the Soviet Union such commodities as cannot be sold in the NSW
and in that way to fulfil the plan for exports to the Soviet Union’.#20 Such
reports in all likelihood confirmed the Soviet leaders’ worst suspicions. In-
deed, since politics and economics are linked, they could not have been
very surprised about a further observation in Krolikowski’s report to the
effect that ‘the attitude by E[rich] H[onecker] to the Soviet Union and
CMEA is characterized by great cunning’. Honecker avoided open criti-
cism of Andropov, but everything he had to say about the new Soviet lead-
er was said with ‘cool sobriety, without personal involvement and dedica-
tion; [there] wasn’t a word of praise’. He merely ‘adopted an attitude of
watchful waiting to events in the Soviet Union’.42!

Western estimates of the GDR’s debt, too, became more ominous. The
Wall Street Journal, which had calculated the GDR’s debt to the West as
being $11.8 billion at the end of 1980, estimated that this amount would
rise to $18-20 billion by the end of 1985. The Neue Ziircher Zeitung pro-
vided a figure of $12 billion in July 1982. The United Nations calculated

418 Ibid.

419 Ibid., Vol 1, p. 65. Krolikowski by then had already been demoted (in 1976) to
the position of deputy prime minister.

420 Ibid. (italics mine).

421 Tbid. [Vol. I], Doc. 25, p. 351.
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an even higher figure. However, none of these estimates included East
German obligations to West Germany in the amount of approximately 3.4
billion Deutschmarks at that time, which were not counted as foreign
debt.#22 Forty percent of these debts had a payment period of less than one
year. This required that half of all hard currency receipts be used for the
repayment of principal and interest. But these obligations could only be
met by raising new credit. To compound matters, the deterioration in the
terms of trade as a result of the huge increase in the world market price for
oil and raw materials made it more difficult to acquire hard currency.
Therefore, to repeat, ever new credits were urgently required.

In June 1983, Honecker sent Schalck as his personal emissary to a se-
cret meeting with Franz Josef StrauB3. In a personal letter, which Schalck
handed to the Bavarian prime minister and head of the CSU, the East Ger-
man leader revealed economic and financial information that he had with-
held even from his own government and party.*?3 He effectively bared his
soul and confessed to Straul the GDR’s economic predicament. As Straul3
later wrote, Honecker told him that he ‘could ask for CMEA’s help, which
for all practical purposes meant Moscow’s, but Western assistance was a
[preferable] alternative, since he intended to cooperate with [the West]
more closely on economic matters’. The letter culminated in the plea to
StrauB3 to use his good offices in Bonn in order to break the barriers which
had thus far stood in the way of the realization of his wishes.*2* Schalck
insisted on having the letter returned to him to take back to East Berlin.
Secrecy, evidently, was of the highest order. Only Schalck and Mittag
knew of Honecker’s plans. If the wheeling and dealing with Strauf3 had
been discussed in the Politburo, his associates would probably not have
dared move against Honecker but someone would undoubtedly have in-
formed the Soviet leaders, and this would most likely have spelled the end
of his plans.4?3

Another important part of the background to the Pravda articles was
Honecker’s unbending determination to visit West Germany. Chancellor
Schmidt and foreign minister Genscher, as noted above, had paid an offi-
cial state visit to the GDR in December 1981 and had invited Honecker to

422 Wolfgang Seiffert, ‘Zur Verschuldung der DDR und ihren Konsequenzen’,
Deutschland-Archiv, Vol. 15 (December 1982), p. 1241.

423 Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 11, p. 63.

424 Franz Josef StrauB, Die Erinnerungen (Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1989), p. 524.

425 Przybylski, Tatort Politbiiro, Vol. 11, p. 67.
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visit the Federal Republic. Consultations with the government in Bonn
had advanced far enough by the summer of 1984 to make it seem quite
realistic that the visit would take place sometime in the autumn. Given the
divergence of Moscow’s and East Berlin’s Westpolitik, the impending visit
assumed supreme symbolic significance. The Pravda articles for obvious
reasons did not refer to it. But, as will be seen, whether or not the visit
should take place was a hotly contested issue in the August 1984 emergen-
cy meeting in Moscow.

8. Pravda Articles of Faith

To turn to the Pravda articles themselves, the diatribes by Bezymensky
appeared just two days after the announcement of the second credit. The
author attacked Bonn for ‘using economic levers as well as political con-
tacts’ in order to gain concessions by the GDR on matters of sovereignty.
He reminded his readers that the Federal Republic had still not responded
favourably to any of the four demands that Honecker had put forward in
Gera, East Germany, in October 1980, that is, during a period of — in
Moscow and in East Berlin — perceived risks of East German infection by
the Polish Solidarity bacillus. The demands had deliberately been de-
signed to be unacceptable to Bonn. They comprised (1) West German
recognition of and respect for a separate East German citizenship; (2) up-
grading of the permanent representations in Bonn and East Berlin to the
status of embassies; (3) abolition of the Zentrale Erfassungsstelle (central
registration office) in Salzgitter for criminal acts committed by East Ger-
mans for possible later prosecution; and (4) delineation and readjustment
of the East-West German border at the Elbe river.2¢ Bezymensky also re-
minded his readers of statements made by Honecker prior to the stationing
of intermediate-range nuclear missiles in Western Europe to the effect that
good-neighbourly relations cannot flourish ‘in the shadow of the mis-
siles’.4%7

The second, unsigned, article appeared a few days later. It was even
more blunt in its attack on Bonn and drew the connection between the new
credit and East German concessions more sharply. It warned that the ‘eco-

426 For the text of Honecker’s speech in Gera, see Neues Deutschland, 10 October
1980.
427 This, in fact, is the title of Bezymenksy’s article.
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nomic lever has frequently been used in the past for the disruption of the
post-war peace order in Europe and above all for the destruction of the sta-
bility of the GDR’. The lever at present was the ‘credit agreement between
the Deutsche Bank and the foreign trade bank of the GDR’. With the help
of the credit and its deliberate linkage with demands, such as an increase
in the number of West German visitors to East Germany and of the vol-
ume of printed material imported by the GDR, Bonn attempted ‘to gain
new channels of political and ideological influence’. Finally, according to
the editorial, West Germany tried, ‘under the pretext of “damage limita-
tion”, to achieve its long-standing revanchist plans’ in Europe.#28

Before focussing on the Moscow emergency meeting and providing an
analysis of the Soviet-GDR controversies, three brief observations are in
order. First, although the articles were ostensibly directed against Bonn,
they were pointed to an even greater degree at East Berlin. Simply put,
they outlined how Bonn had more or less skilfully laid a trap and East
Berlin had stepped into it. From this perspective, the crucial question con-
cerned the reason for the SED’s ill-advised behaviour. Was it a mixture of
stupidity, naiveté and overconfidence with a dose of pan-German illu-
sions? Or was it conscious and deliberate policy to construct a ‘special re-
lationship’ with the other Germany at the expense of the special — ‘eter-
nal’ and ‘fraternal’ — Soviet-East German relations?

A second observation concerns the forum of the attack. Ordinarily, in-
ter-party controversies were carefully shielded from international public
scrutiny so as not to detract from the appearance of unity and cohesion of
the ‘socialist community’. The Sino-Soviet rift is a perfect example of
this. Soviet criticism of China, for instance, was first voiced in the late
1950s behind closed doors. Moscow then moved to indirect attacks (osten-
sibly against Albania, but Beijing was the actual target) and finally to open
polemics. This pattern strongly suggests that public criticism was a proce-
dure that was only adopted as a matter of last resort when all other av-
enues of redress had been exhausted. In the specific example at issue here,
therefore, the Soviet initiative clearly indicates the prior existence of a pat-
tern of conflict and controversy in Soviet-East German relations, not a
mere collective quirk of temper or bad mood in Moscow.

428 ‘Na lozhnom puti’, Pravda, 2 August 1984.
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These interconnections and inferences can be drawn inter alia on the
basis of Honecker’s remarks at the high-level secret meeting in Moscow,
where he directly referred to the articles and took his critics to task:

As regards the first article, I was informed about it and I decided to have it
published because it shows the position of the GDR in its controversy with
the FRG. We did not print the second article because it was directed against
some of the positions of the CC of our party. We are of the opinion that open
polemics do not conform to the norms in the relations between our parties.
We are against polemics [in our relationship] with the CPSU; all questions
that arise can be solved among ourselves. I called you [Comrade Chernenko]
on Monday [12 August] to make clear that there should be no public attacks
since they only harm us and the whole [socialist] community.**

The third observation concerns the author of the attack. Bezymensky was
known by CC International Department insiders as being a close confidant
of Falin.*30 Honecker was perfectly aware of this.*3! Thus, there could not
have been much doubt in the mind of anyone familiar with Moscow power
politics that the signed article had the backing of the most senior officials
in the CC’s International Department involved in policy making on the
German problem. Similarly, the unsigned article published subsequently
merely reinforced the importance of the matter since this form of publica-
tion was usually adopted by the chief editors of Pravda authoritatively to
enunciate party policy. In fact, Konstantin Rusakov, the head of the CC
department for relations with the ruling communist parties, explicitly ac-
knowledged in the Moscow meeting with Honecker that the articles ‘did
not pass me by’ and that he had ‘consented’ to their publication.*32 But
they also appeared to have the high-level support of the foreign ministry.
Gromyko had frequently warned the East German comrades not to overes-

429 The source for this exposé and analysis of the Honecker-Chernenko meeting in
Moscow is the verbatim East German protocol (Niederschrift) of the discussion;
as usual, there is little doubt that the record of the proceedings was kept with cus-
tomary German bureaucratic accuracy; see SED Politburo, Arbeitsprotokolle, J
IV 2/2.039/280, transcript of meeting, p. 59 of typed original (italics mine).

430 Interviews with Grigoriev. Later, Falin and Bezymensky appeared as co-authors
of an orthodox Soviet version on the origins of the Cold War; see Pravda, 29 Au-
gust 1988.

431 Interviews with Krenz.

432 Transcript of meeting, p. 73 of typed original.
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timate their role and in their relations with West Germany not to let them-
selves be drawn into economic dependence.*33

A final observation is related to the previous point. The articles unques-
tionably not only had to have high-level backing in the Politburo but also
that body’s approval. However, when such authorization would have had
to be given, Chernenko was on vacation. The second in command in
Moscow was Gorbachev, and it is precisely he whom Honecker suspected
of having been responsible for clearance of the articles. This suspicion
was fully confirmed in the East German party leader’s mind at the August
1984 emergency meeting in Moscow. According to what Honecker later
told Krenz, Gorbachev, in the car from the airport to the Kremlin and in
the meeting in the Kremlin itself, showed himself well informed about the
content of the articles.3

9. The Chernenko-Honecker Emergency Meeting in Moscow

The record of the meeting which took place on 17 August 1984 provides
instructive insights into the reality of ‘fraternal relations’ behind the
facade of harmony and consensus. It provides a vivid example of what in
communist parlance euphemistically went under the name of ‘open’ and
‘frank’ exchanges — in other words, the blunt expression of serious dis-
agreement.*3 It clearly brings into focus the state of relations between the
Soviet Union and East Germany, the sharp differences in their interpreta-
tion of international affairs, the sources of conflict between the two coun-
tries and their leaders, the personalities of the top leaders and the origins
of the personal animosity and alienation between Gorbachev and Honeck-
er.

The character of meetings and their outcome are usually predetermined
by the participants. This was no different at the Moscow conference. The
participants included on the Soviet side the most senior representatives of
empire and ideology: Chernenko, the party chief; Gorbachev, the second

433 ‘Mauerbau mit Genehmigung Moskaus: Kwizinskij als Zeuge im KefBler-Prozef3‘,
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, 23 July 1993.

434 Interview with Krenz; Gorbachev, at the August 1984 emergency meeting with
Honecker in Moscow, refers to having talked to Honecker in the car; see tran-
script of the meeting, p. 64 of the typed original.

435 The terms were used several times by the participants to characterize the meeting.
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in command; Dmitri Ustinov, Politburo member and defense minister;
Viktor Chebrikov, Politburo member and head of the KGB; and the afore-
mentioned Rusakov, Central Committee secretary in charge of relations
with the ruling communist parties. The foreign ministry was represented
only by Georgi Kornienko, one of its first deputy ministers. As the pro-
ceedings would show, his presence amounted to little more than token par-
ticipation: the meeting was evidently intended to be an exercise in ‘prole-
tarian internationalism’ and the reassertion of communist party discipline
in the bloc rather than a matter of diplomacy.*3¢ On the German side, the
delegation similarly included the most senior and powerful figures of the
party and security hierarchy — Honecker as chief of the delegation; Polit-
buro members and party secretaries Kurt Hager, responsible for ideology,
and Hermann Axen, the party secretary for international affairs; Erich
Mielke, Politburo member and chief of state security; and Giinter Sieber,
the head of the CC department for international relations.*37

The tone of the meeting was set by Chernenko’s terse welcoming re-
marks and his disingenuous observation that ‘the leadership of the GDR
[sic] has apparently seen the need to achieve clarity concerning certain im-
portant questions in our relations’ and that this ‘coincides with the wish of
the Soviet party leadership’. It was, of course, obvious to everyone in the
room what this ‘need for clarity’ was all about. Honecker was first given
the opportunity to outline the East German position. He did so without the
slightest trace of regret or remorse. On the contrary, in what must have
been at least one full hour of presentation, he vigorously defended his
point of view and policy.*38 In the process, at least from the perspective of
an impartial debating judge, he effectively destroyed the Soviet argument.

Honecker initially made three technical and procedural points to under-
cut the Soviet position. First, ‘in the name of the Politburo of the CC of
the SED’, he extended ‘cordial greetings to Comrade Chernenko and the
other comrades of the Soviet party leadership’ and reported: ‘On Tuesday

436 The reader does not need to be troubled with the enumeration of the other partici-
pants mentioned in the verbatim record. They included V.V. Sharapov, a personal
assistant to the general secretary; A.l. Martynov, sector head in one of the CC de-
partments; and A.N. Tarasov, another CC official, as translator.

437 Also included in the talks was Bruno Mahlow, Sieber’s deputy; he acted as trans-
lator.

438 His opening statement amounted to a total of 42 double-spaced pages. To deliver
one page of text would probably have taken about one and a half minutes.
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[13 August], a session of the Politburo of the CC of the SED took place
which dealt with several questions arising from some articles in Pravda.’
In accordance with ‘instructions of the Politburo’ of the SED, he wanted
to respond to the questions at issue. He thus conveyed the idea that he had
discussed his response to the Soviet attack with his colleagues in the Polit-
buro and that he had their full backing. He had apparently anticipated So-
viet criticism to the effect that his policies were ‘subjectivist’, that they
perhaps did not have the backing of the SED leadership and that he was
trying to conceal from them the extent of the rift between him and the So-
viet leadership. Indeed, later in the meeting, Chernenko pointedly asked:
‘Do the members of the Politburo of the CC of the SED actually proceed
from [the assumption] that everything that happens in the relations be-
tween the GDR and the FRG, including the preparation of the visit [of Ho-
necker in West Germany] is coordinated in advance with the Soviet Union
and that there is mutual agreement about that?” He had his doubts about
that and did, indeed, convey them to Honecker: ‘[Y]our comrades are
[perhaps] not properly informed about our positions’.43?

A second procedural issue raised by the East German party leader was
that of the form and venue of the Soviet attack. He flatly denied that there
was anything to talk about concerning East Germany’s relations with West
Germany. ‘For the SED, [West German] revanchism and the necessity of
unmasking it is not at issue. In the struggle against revanchism, the SED
has always taken a firm position.” At issue in reality were ‘speculation and
efforts made in the West to drive a wedge between our two parties’. The
SED, Honecker claimed, based its policies on the view that one should not
allow public rifts, ‘not even one millimetre’, in the relations between the
GDR and the USSR to come out into the open since that only benefitted
the class enemy. The CPSU in his view did not act in accordance with that
principle. He made this perfectly clear later in the acrimonious exchanges
when he said that he thought ‘that there should be no newspaper articles of
this kind without prior’ consultation and coordination and that such a pro-
cedure should be no problem.

Surely, it should be possible without much difficulty for the chief editor of
Pravda to call the chief editor of Neues Deutschland over the VCh [top se-
cret] line [linking the Warsaw Pact countries] ... to say, ‘Listen, Giinter [Sch-
abowski, chief editor of the East German party newspaper and a candidate
member of the Politburo in 1984], we are planning this or that. We should talk

439 Transcript of the meeting, p. 52 of the typed original.
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about it and coordinate things and we could jointly consider what formula-
tions are the most appropriate.’

Such coordination had not occurred, Honecker implied.

On a third technical point, although he had already insinuated that, on
matters of substance, everything in the Soviet-GDR relationship was per-
fectly in order and that there was really nothing to discuss, he attempted to
deflect in advance possible Soviet criticism of complacency by reminding
his hosts that he had ‘cut short’ his vacation (something that any German,
East or West, would do only in a true emergency) ‘to deal with these ques-
tions’.

On substantive issues, the East German party leader embarked upon a
broad tour d’horizon. He referred to the summit conferences of the War-
saw Pact countries in Prague (January 1983) and Moscow (June 1983) and
the foreign ministers’ conference in Budapest (April 1984) and claimed
that a common line had been agreed upon. In essence, it consisted of the
idea that ‘the struggle for peace is the most important question of the con-
temporary era’. This struggle and the consistent application of the princi-
ples of peaceful coexistence by the Warsaw Pact had not failed to impress
the political leaders in the capitalist states. For instance, it had “put the ad-
herents of a confrontational course in the USA government on the defen-
sive’. Furthermore, he asserted, ‘one could not overlook a process of dif-
ferentiation’ in these countries. This was an important point because ‘dif-
ferentiation” was seen by the Soviet leadership as part of a pernicious
Western policy directed against the cohesion within and among socialist
countries. Honecker thus reminded his Soviet critics that the tables could
be turned, with the member states of the Warsaw Pact playing on the dif-
ferences within and among the countries of the Western alliance.

He then dealt with the enhanced role of the GDR in world affairs. The
country’s international stature was portrayed by Honecker — more implicit-
ly than explicitly — as one of the more important results of the activist,
peace-oriented policies of the GDR. Almost in passing he mentioned that
the SED had had the opportunity recently to explain its approach to inter-
national affairs not only ‘in talks with the representatives of the commu-
nist and workers’ parties and the national-liberation movements’ but also
with the chiefs of government of Canada, Sweden, Greece, Italy, the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany, Great Britain, France, Austria, Finland, Spain,
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the Netherlands, India, Syria, Egypt, Nicaragua, Mexico and Malta as well
as ‘to the parliamentary presidents of numerous countries of the world”.440

To look ahead briefly at this stage, in the subsequent months of its con-
tinued defiance of Moscow, the SED was to emphasize even more strong-
ly the theme of the enhanced international recognition, status and influ-
ence of East Germany. For instance, in an internal report on the visit of
British foreign secretary Geoffrey Howe to East Berlin in April 1985, the
SED Politburo adopted the by then typical posture of self-congratulation
and confidence. It thought that the visit had ‘clarified’ the fact that Britain
in its European policies had ‘to take into account more strongly than be-
fore the growing international position of the GDR and its authority as a
political and economically stable state’. The visit had further ‘strength-
ened the international position of the GDR and the international influence
of its peace policy’.#*! Even more importantly, the SED leadership went
beyond the idea of differentiation as a useful concept for the socialist com-
munity’s approach to the West. It commented favourably on Great
Britain’s alleged aim of reducing the ‘evident lag’ in her relations with the
socialist countries and that she was now ‘actively taking part in the [West-
ern] policy of differentiation among the member states of the Warsaw
Treaty’."4? This assessment flatly contradicted the Soviet line to the effect
that, as mentioned, Western policies of differentiation were considered
detrimental to Warsaw Pact cooperation and cohesion.

The next move in Honecker’s justification of his policies was a bow in
the direction of the USSR. It came in the form of an endorsement of the
Soviet Union’s military strategy and doctrine. He criticized the United
States for wanting to ‘increase its first-strike capability’ against the coun-
tries of the Warsaw Pact by deploying nuclear missiles in Western Europe,
including West Germany. He charged that the United States ‘de facto re-
fuses to accept the principle of military parity and equal security’, ‘strives
for military superiority’, and is ready to ‘start a new, extremely dangerous
round in the arms competition, connected above all with the militarization
of space and the creation of anti-missile and anti-satellite systems’. He re-
minded his Soviet hosts that the United States had used nuclear weapons
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki and had not renounced the future use of these

440 Ibid., pp. 6-7.

441 SED Politburo, Arbeitsprotokolle, Politburo meeting of 16 April 1985, J IV 2/2A/
2748.

442 1Ibid. (italics mine).

216

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

9. The Chernenko-Honecker Emergency Meeting in Moscow

weapons despite the fact that the USSR had already done so. Finally in his
review of strategic matters, he lashed out against Washington for intensi-
fying war preparations in Asia and the Pacific and intervening in Central
America, the Near and Middle East as well as in southern Africa. For all
of these reasons, he went on, the GDR was determined to contribute to
‘maintaining the military-strategic balance under any circumstance’. After
the beginning of the stationing of intermediate-range nuclear missiles in
Western Europe it had for that reason ‘taken the appropriate countermea-
sures agreed upon with the USSR,

On the surface, this seemed to be a mere confirmation of Soviet view-
points. However, one of Honecker’s central points was his insistence on
the advantages of a balanced approach, consisting of both military coun-
termeasures and a peace offensive. Turning specifically to Germany, he
asserted that the ‘peace movement in the FRG is far from exhausted’. It
actively continued its struggle and had to be taken seriously by all the po-
litical forces in the FRG, also by the government. There was consequently
'every reason on our part to encourage this struggle by an offensive, for-
ward-oriented activity’. This should include reiterating that the military
countermeasures of the Warsaw Pact would be rescinded if the West were
to stop and reverse its stationing decision.**3

Continuing with the diagnosis of political and socio-economic forces in
West Germany and the plea for a flexible response, Honecker adopted the
traditional Marxist-Leninist view as to the ‘contradictory nature’ of devel-
opments in that country. He asserted that Kohl and Genscher conducted
policies even more strongly focussed on the United States than those pur-
sued by the previous left-liberal government of Schmidt and Genscher.
Nevertheless, it saw itself confronted with the necessity to continue Ost-
politik and, in essence, to adhere to the treaties concluded earlier. Further-
more, after the government of SPD and FDP under Chancellor Schmidt
had so resolutely advanced NATO’s dual-track decision and the stationing
of missiles, the social democrats had now changed their tune. They now
opposed the stationing of these weapons and supported a number of War-
saw Pact proposals on international security. This change of heart had, in
his view, been the result of (1) the ‘peace policy of the socialist countries’,

443 The beginning of Honecker’s review of the importance of the ‘peace movement’,
the SPD and the labour unions is on p. 9 of the original transcript and continues
on pp. 19-23. For reasons of coherence, the two parts are presented in conjunc-
tion by this author.
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(2) the ‘pressure exerted by the peace movement’, (3) the past ‘electoral
results’ in West Germany and (4) ‘future electoral decisions’ in that coun-
try. From this he derived a central point of his argument and justification
of his policies. The SED had ‘used the altered state of affairs as an oppor-
tunity significantly to expand its contacts with the SPD at all levels’ 4%

East Germany, in Honecker’s summary, had to conduct policies towards
West Germany that would meet four criteria. The policies had (1) ‘to be
understood and supported by the popular masses in our country’ and also
(2) ‘by the greatest possible number of citizens in the FRG’; (3) ‘to [con-
tribute] to mobilizing the forces of peace and opposition in the FRG rather
than letting them fall into a state of resignation’; and (4) ‘to make it more
difficult for the Kohl government to ally [itself] to the Reagan administra-
tion’. 44

After this review of East-West relations and the principles of East Ger-
man policy vis-a-vis West Germany, Honecker finally dealt with the first
of the two most important issues in the Soviet-GDR controversy — his im-
pending visit to West Germany. (The other issue, it will be recalled, was
credit and dependency.)

Concerning the question of my visit to the FRG, we let ourselves be guided
by the inevitable task of the mobilization of all forces for peace, against the
USA course of confrontation and against the destruction of the European
treaty system. When the question is being posed when this visit shall take
place the answer should be ‘Now’, and [it should take place] in conjunction
with the thirty-fifth anniversary of the GDR [on 7 October], when we will
demonstrate the strength of our socialist GDR.#40

He (needlessly) reminded Chernenko and the other CPSU Politburo mem-
bers that the idea of the visit was nothing new. The invitation was issued
‘three years ago by Chancellor Helmut Schmidt. It has been renewed by
Chancellor Kohl. A corresponding invitation has also been issued by Pres-
ident [Richard von] Weizsicker’.

The following arguments, in Honecker’s view, supported the idea that
the visit to take place ‘now’.*¥7 First, it would enhance the standing and

444 Transcript of the meeting, p. 23 of the original (italics mine).

445 1Ibid., p. 33.

446 TIbid., p. 38 (italics mine). As a matter of nuance, the record has Honecker saying
that the visit soll (shall) rather than sollte (should) stattfinden (take place). This
reinforces his point that there was no doubt that the visit should and would take
place.

447 The numbering and sequence of the arguments are mine.
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prestige of East Germany relative to West Germany. Honecker explained
that he would travel in his capacity as the head of state of the GDR. His
counterpart, the federal German president, ‘has assured me that he will
treat me in the same way as Todor Zhivkov [the Bulgarian president] who,
as is known, will visit the FRG before me’. This, he boasted, would
‘demonstrate that the socialist German worker and peasant state is a
sovereign and independent state that conducts relations with the FRG on
the basis of international law’.

Second, the visit would strengthen East Germany'’s influence in West
German politics, it would affect the orientation of the political parties and
the outcome of elections scheduled in several of the West German Lénder
in autumn 1984. Almost all the political parties in West Germany wel-
comed the idea of his visit, Honecker told his critics. This applied first and
foremost to the Greens and to the ‘peace movement’. But it was true also
for other political parties and forces. The FDP supported the visit because
it saw it as improving the party’s electoral prospects in the upcoming par-
liamentary elections. As for the SPD, their leaders

have let us know that they place great value on the visit to take place in the
next few weeks. The chairman of the SPD, Willy Brandt, recently again ad-
dressed himself directly to me and expressed his hope that he will [be able to]
meet with me. He let it be known that he expected me to have dinner with
him in Bonn. Similar statements have been made by [SPD leaders Hans-
Jochen] Vogel, [Egon] Bahr, [Horst] Ehmke, and others. Vogel told me at the
beginning of August that the SPD has a special interest in the visit because it
[the party] expects from it a strengthening of its position in view of the up-
coming elections. [Johannes] Rau, SPD prime minister of North Rhine West-
phalia, and [Oskar] Lafontaine, the SPD chairman of the Saarland, have ex-
pressed themselves in the same way. Elections will take place in both of these
federal states. If the SPD were to win, the correlation of forces in the Bun-
desrat would be changed. On the whole, the leadership of the SPD expects as-
sistance from my visit and the propagation of our policy so that it [the SPD]
will be able to create in the FRG a new majority against the CDU-CSU.

Even in the conservative party there were circles that supported the visit,
Honecker claimed. The CDU, as everyone knew, was ‘connected with im-
portant groups of the West German economy’ for whom the continuation
of trade relations with the USSR, the GDR and other socialist countries
was an important matter.

Third, Honecker argued, the visit would improve the international
standing and prestige of East Germany. In this context, he once again re-
ported that in the past months he had met with the heads of government of
Sweden, Greece and Italy. Soon he would travel to Finland, and in late fall
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he expected the French prime minister and the chancellor of Austria to
visit East Germany. The French president, Frangois Mitterrand, had sent
him a message. And Egon Krenz, his deputy, was at present on a visit to
Greece. His own visit to West Germany, therefore, ‘would be part of a se-
ries’ of visits and exchanges and would ‘underline that the relations of the
GDR with the FRG are of the same quality under international law as
those with other capitalist countries’.

Fourth, the visit would contribute to a normalization of East-West rela-
tions in Europe. Not too long ago, he reported, Chancellor Kohl had visit-
ed Budapest. Zhivkov was getting ready to travel to Bonn. Comrade
Chnoupek, the Czechoslovak foreign minister, had visited Bonn and is-
sued an invitation to the German chancellor to visit Prague. Representa-
tives of other socialist countries were planning to have meetings in Bonn.
‘In this context, my trip to the FRG would be a normal occurrence, where-
as if this visit were not to take place this would create the impression of an
extraordinary event.’

Finally, the visit could serve as an opportunity for more effective coor-
dination of Soviet-GDR and Warsaw Pact policies toward West Germany.
At the moment, there were no coordinated proposals on the details of the
visit, otherwise, of course, the East German foreign ministry would al-
ready have entered in consultations with its Soviet counterpart. There was
still time and the opportunity for the Soviet Union and other Warsaw Pact
countries to provide inputs. East Berlin was ready for consultation and co-
ordination with its partners.

Honecker completed the explanation and justification of his policies by
saying that

All in all, after consideration of all factors, we have arrived at the conclusion
that the visit in the FRG would be right and beneficial for our joint policy of
struggle for lessening the danger of war and against the arms policy of the
USA and NATO. ... We have, of course, also considered the question of can-
celling the visit. A cancellation, [however], if it were not explained convinc-
ingly to the population of the German Democratic Republic as well as the

peace forces of the FRG and the international public, could really satisfy only

the extremists in the FRG and the USA who are intent on preventing the vis-
iz.448

In other words, by opposing the visit, the Soviet leaders were objectively
aligning themselves with the worst elements of the class enemy.

448 1Ibid., pp. 38-44 (italics mine).
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Before turning to the rebuttal by the ‘Soviet comrades’, it is necessary
to observe that up to that point Honecker had studiously avoided raising
the very subject that had been central to the Pravda attacks: the allegedly
successful West German strategy of undermining the political reliability
and stability of the GDR by using the ‘economic lever’. The implication
of this — no doubt deliberate — omission was apparently that the Soviet ar-
gument was so wide of the mark that it was unworthy of serious consider-
ation.

Chernenko’s Response: The Empire Strikes Back

The Soviet Politburo had obviously discussed and formulated the line to
be taken in response to its unruly German satrap. Chernenko graciously
made a few polite references to the ‘great respect’ the Soviet comrades felt
for the ‘achievements of the GDR’ and even asserted that ‘we are learning
from the experience of the German comrades’. But he then ungraciously
replied to Honecker’s lecture: ‘Much of what you, Comrade Honecker,
have just told us, is well known to us, but your account confirms the ne-
cessity of a timely and open talk.”449

Almost predictably, he began by adopting the time-honoured approach
used by Stalin and his successors in order to enforce bloc discipline: the
portrayal of a dangerous world that required vigilance. He claimed that the
main cause of increased tension in the world lay in US imperialism and
the ‘striving of the USA to unite the Western countries in the struggle
against socialism’. Europe remained the main arena of the East-West com-
petition. ‘Here lies the main border between the two systems, here is the
most forward line of the controversy between socialism and capitalism,
and exactly here can be found the main direction of the attacks by the
West against us.’

What about West Germany, then? Chernenko called it Reagan’s Euro-
pean bailiff, the ‘main force militarily, economically, and ideologically’
carrying out Reagan’s policies ‘on our continent’. Continuing, the Soviet
party leader did not mince words.

The [speaking with a] forked tongue [in international relations] and the mili-
tarist tendency in the policy of the FRG [today] are comparable to Bonn’s ac-

449 Transcript of the meeting, p. 45 of the typed original.
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tions under Adenauer. Bonn and Washington act in full accord with each oth-
er. The USA is stationing new missiles in Europe, calling for a crusade
against socialism and calling in question the realities of post-war develop-
ment. Bonn has declared the German problem to be unresolved, has officially
demanded [reestablishment of] the borders of 1937 and speaks of special Ger-
man relations. More vigorous efforts are being made to undermine the social-
ist order in the GDR. That can be recognized by the naked eye.

The second club used traditionally by Soviet leaders to enforce bloc disci-
pline was the assertion that disobedience threatened common security in-
terests. This, too, was argued by Chernenko. For him, the relations be-
tween the GDR and FRG directly affected ‘the security of the Soviet
Union and the socialist community as a whole’.45° The conclusions to be
drawn were unambiguous:

The policy of revanchism is a policy of war. I talked about this on 14 June
1984 [when you visited Moscow for talks with us] and I said that we couldn’t
really understand why the GDR is exercising such restraint towards the revan-
chist and nationalist policy of the FRG. To respond favourably at present to
[the West German desire for a] broadening of relations with the FRG means
to provide it with additional channels for ideological influence in the GDR.
The state of affairs itself and Bonn’s positions dictate the necessity of a line of
delimitation. What is required is stubbornly to put to the FRG the principled
demand for the strengthening of the sovereignty of the GDR and the uncondi-
tional respect of this sovereignty by Bonn. [It is] in this context that one
should put the question of your visit in the FRG.

A third club used in the past by Soviet hard-liners and interventionists in
the bloc was the charge that the satraps had in previous meetings promised
to mend their ways but had subsequently reneged on their promises. This
approach was also used by Chernenko and put squarely in the credit-and-
erosion-of-socialism context.

You, Comrade Honecker, in our talks in June, did not voice any doubt and
said that the GDR completely agreed with the Soviet Union on all internation-
al questions. Putting it mildly, the state of affairs after our talks has not im-
proved. Nevertheless, declarations have been issued concerning new mea-
sures for facilitating contacts and the improvement of possibilities for visits of
citizens and children from the FRG. These measures, from the point of view
of internal GDR security, are dubious and constitute unilateral concessions to
Bonn. You receive financial benefits as a result. But these are in reality only

450 Tbid., pp. 48, 50.
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illusory advantages. The point here is [the danger of] additional financial de-
pendencies of the GDR on the FRG.*!

As if the warning had not been clear enough, Chernenko added: ‘The
events in Poland [in 1980-81] are a grave lesson from which one should
draw conclusions.’#32

The Soviet party leader denied that the process of East-West German
rapprochement in any way enhanced the status of the GDR relative to
West Germany. On the contrary, he asserted, ‘Whereas the positions of
Bonn in the affairs of the GDR and West Berlin have been strengthened,
the GDR has not made progress on any of the vital questions.” This ap-
plied, for instance, to the recognition of a separate East German citizen-
ship, the borders, the change of the status of the GDR representations to
embassies and the recognition of Berlin as an inseparable part of the GDR.

What, then, was Chernenko’s response to the alleged opportunities for
exploiting differentiation in the West German body politic and influencing
the orientation of political parties and public opinion? What about the pos-
sible benefits of ‘damage limitation’ after the stationing of the missiles
and the presumed advantages of constructing a ‘coalition of reason’ across
the East-West divide? His reply was unequivocal: ‘Yes, in the FRG there
are some anti-missile and anti-war sentiments. In the ruling circles there
are also some politicians who proceed from sober positions.” However, all
of that ‘does not provide any rationale for the slogan of an all-German
coalition of reason. This slogan is being used by those who are attempting
to camouflage their policy and to deceive the people by phraseology with-
out class content.’433

Another part of the party leader’s rebuttal in closed circle reveals more
about the basic conceptual approach adopted by party leaders Brezhnev,
Andropov and Chernenko than anything else they may have said publicly.
The whole matter really came down to this, Chernenko explained. It was
necessary ‘not to convey the impression that the hard line of the Reagan
administration is producing results because conciliatory responses lead to
even stronger and more brazen pressure’ 434

Within this frame of reference, Chernenko returned for the third time in
his rebuttal to the issue of the impending Honecker visit to West Germany.

451 TIbid., p. 48 (italics mine).
452 Tbid.

453 Tbid. p. 51.

454 Ibid.

223

(o) ENR


https://doi.org/10.5771/9783845266114
https://www.nomos-elibrary.de/agb

Chapter 3: The Comprehensive Crisis of Empire

Incongruously, he mused that this was, ‘of course, a matter that has to be
decided by the SED’. However, the Soviet comrades believed ‘that they
[the SED leaders] would collectively and mutually, taking into account the
considerations expressed by us, re-examine this question ... We also would
like to tell you that we Soviet communists would react positively if in the
circumstances that have arisen you were to cancel the visit.”*>3

Just in case, so that the point of Soviet displeasure would not be lost,
Chernenko concluded by thanking Honecker for his invitation to attend
the thirty-fifth anniversary celebrations of the foundation of the GDR and
informed him that ‘we have taken the decision to send a representative
delegation led by Comrade Gromyko’ to East Berlin — a clear affiont since
such a delegation ordinarily would be headed by the party chief or his
deputy.

In essence, this completes the effort at extracting nuggets from the gold
mine of the Moscow secret meeting. But there are two sets of exchanges
that are of special interest here, one between Defense Minister Ustinov
and Honecker and the other between the East German leader and Gor-
bachev.

The Ustinov-Honecker Exchanges

Ustinov’s participation in the proceedings confirms the notion of him as a
leader of narrow intellectual ability. In his interjections he twice repeated
the Chernenko theme on West Germany as the main executor of Reagan’s
policies in Europe. He then moved on to explain to Honecker the nature of
the Bundeswehr as the ‘main strike force of NATO’. Honecker predictably
and disdainfully brushed off Ustinov’s attempt at lecturing him on a topic
he thought he knew more about.

Honecker: Comrade Ustinov, we are very well informed about what you are
saying. Just recently I decorated two female comrades who worked in NATO
staffs. We know very well how things are going. Concerning the FRG and the
role of NATO in US policy, I've also made clear our view to Comrade
Ceausescu who didn’t want to believe it. You can forget about any further re-
marks on that issue.

Ustinov: It would be good, Comrade Honecker, if you were to remind
[Ceausescu] of this during your visit to Romania. There are other facts. The

455 Tbid., p. 53 (italics mine).
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Bundeswehr provides 50 percent of all land forces of NATO and 30 percent
of the air forces. I only mention this here in order to make it clear what this is
all about. You shouldn’t take it the wrong way.

Honecker: 1 know all this, Comrade Ustinov, and have to deal with it daily. ...

Ustinov: 1 know that you know this, Comrade Honecker. What we are talking
about here is unmasking the FRG — the NATO — line. It’s important for that
reason to work with the facts such as, for instance, the existence of refugee
organizations with 2.5 million members, soldiers’ associations with 4 million
members, 80 Nazi organizations, associations of reservists, etc.

Honecker: Well, all that is obvious, Comrade Ustinov, and we don’t mutually
have to convince ourselves [that these things exist]. However, as for the ques-
tions we are dealing with, I think that we can arrive at the conclusion that it is
up to the SED to decide on the question of the visit in the FRG.

Ustinov:. We would like to point out that with the greater opportunities for
citizens of the FRG to enter the GDR the danger of espionage is rising. We
also ask whether, when the gates are opened more widely, the [reliability of
the] soldiers will not be affected negatively.

Honecker: First, we haven’t opened the gates more widely. Second, there is
no linkage between credit and the easing of travel. Naturally, we have to con-
tinue ideological work on this problem. There are only very few citizens in
the GDR who do not have any relatives in the FRG. We have to be aware of
this. And concerning the children from the FRG who come to us, they won’t
be able to push us around. And the pensioners who go from [the GDR] to the
other side — they all come back.*5

The thédtre absurd of ‘1 know that you know, comrade’ and the reflections
on the potentially disruptive behaviour of capitalist kids on the socialist
block need no further comment. But to complete this insight into the inner
workings of centre-periphery relations and the further evolution of Soviet
policies on the German problem, it is necessary to look at Gorbachev’s
participation in the proceedings.

The Gorbachev-Honecker Exchanges

Gorbachev’s role in the meeting amounted to a reinforcement of the pres-
sure on Honecker to cancel the visit and toe the Soviet line. Yet his perfor-
mance was typical for him in several respects. It demonstrated his appar-
ent proclivity for compromise and consensus, his notion that persuasion is

456 Tbid., pp. 69-72 (italics mine).
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preferable to coercion, and that one only needed patiently to explain one’s
own point of view for the adversary eventually to relent and agree to a
common position. As ‘history’ — the collapse of empire and the implosion
of the Soviet Union — was to underline, serious problems with noble and
laudable approach arise when there is a serious clash of interest and the
opponent is unwilling to change his mind. This is precisely what happened
in the Moscow meeting.

Gorbachev began, in effect, by assuring the unrepentant sinners in the
dock that the Soviet comrades were well-meaning. He ‘would like to state
unambiguously that our common opinion proceeds from the view that
what is at issue here is not a crisis situation in our relations’ but certain
questions needed some ‘clarification’, and this, indeed, should be, as he,
Honecker himself, had stated earlier in the car, the main purpose of the
meeting. But even more than that: ‘Our meeting should lead to reconcilia-
tion and bring about trust.” Having thus cast himself in the role of a lenient
judge, he nevertheless lashed out against the culprits on the banc d’ac-
cusés, telling them that the rift that had opened up in Soviet-East German
relations needed to be repaired and harmony to be restored so as to pre-
clude the adversary from exploiting the differences. He joined Chernenko
and Ustinov in their scathing criticism of East German gullibility and sus-
ceptibility to the Western strategy of differentiation, quoting an unlikely
source in his support:

Even the Italian ambassador in Washington, in his talks in the State Depart-
ment, has — in connection with the [planned] visit by Comrade Honecker in
the FRG — drawn the conclusion that new processes are developing in Eastern
Europe which needed to be watched carefully and that the [Western] policy of
differentiation was producing results. We proceed from the view that this will
be taken into consideration [by you].

He also reiterated the Soviet Politburo line that a more dangerous state of
international affairs had developed ‘as a result of the policy of the Reagan
administration” and that West Germany acted as its ‘main ally’. As proof
of the enhanced dangers, he referred to President Reagan, who had tested
a microphone before giving a speech, jokingly counting down to zero for a
hypothetical missile launch against the Soviet Union. Gorbachev took or
pretended to take the countdown seriously. ‘As we say [in Russia], what
the sober person keeps in his head, the drunk betrays by his tongue.” (Ho-
necker agreed or pretended to agree, adding that the East German press
had published the TASS statement that had decried the apparent Reagan
outrage.) Gorbachev pressed on relentlessly on this theme: ‘In its draft
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party platform, the Republican Party states that the course of confrontation
and pressure has to be strengthened. The Soviet Union is portrayed there
as an unnatural state and as the central danger for the USA.’

Turning specifically to the German problem, Gorbachev demonstrated
that he had done some homework prior to coming to the meeting. He used
the commemoration of the building of the Berlin wall on 13 August, held
in West Berlin, to attack the very ‘people by whom you would be received
if you were to visit the FRG’. He charged that in their speeches at the
commemoration

President [Richard von Weizsécker], [Intra-German Affairs Minister Hein-
rich] Windelen and [Secretary of State in the Foreign Ministry Alois] Mertes
have issued declarations to the effect that Berlin is the capital of Germany.
They spoke of the German problem as being unsolved. They criticized [Hans]
Apel [the leading SPD candidate in the Berlin city council elections] and his
statement to which you just referred [that the German problem was no longer
open].

He then looked at the problem through the lens of the traditional Politburo

paradigm and the alleged necessity of having to punish West Germany for

having consented to the stationing of missiles.

When the missiles were put up and the social democrats consented to the sta-
tioning, we stated that if nothing were to happen [to reverse this], a new ele-
ment would be created, things could not go on as before, and there would be
repercussions also on the relations between the two German states. And what
is happening now? The contacts are being broadened, the visit is being pre-
pared and credits are being extended. This does not match up with our decla-
rations.

In light of the changed circumstances, Gorbachev summarized, it was nec-
essary to ‘think carefully about all this’. And as for the controversial Prav-
da articles, he claimed that ‘each and every one of the arguments [made
there] can be supported’.457

To conclude, once the Soviet leaders had made public their opposition
to Honecker’s planned visit to West Germany, the trip became a test of
wills that a dutiful ally could not afford to win. On 4 September, East Ger-
many’s permanent representative in Bonn announced that the date for the
trip was ‘no longer real’ — in plain English, that the trip was cancelled.*>8

457 Tbid., pp. 64-66.
458 Evaldt Moldt, who announced the East German decision; see Neues Deutschland,
5 September 1984. A new date for the visit was not set.
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In justification of the cancellation, East German spokesmen cited remarks
by CDU parliamentary leader Alfred Dregger to the effect that West Ger-
many’s future ‘does not depend on Herr Honecker doing us the honour of
a visit’.43? Todor Zhivkov was to follow suit and also excused himself.

Summary

The following conclusions and lessons can be drawn from the period
stretching from the end of the 1970s until the beginning of the Gorbachev
era. First, the controversies between East Berlin and Moscow, like Bonn’s
differences with Washington, were not about adherence to the alliance per
se but about the direction of alliance policies. This concerned first and
foremost the Warsaw Pact’s relationship with the West. But as will be seen
in the next chapter, the differences pertained to global affairs, including re-
lations with China. Nevertheless, the Moscow meeting and the cancella-
tion of the Honecker visit served to demonstrate the as yet limited scope
and purpose of the East German deviation from the Soviet line. It was cer-
tainly preposterous to assert that an attempt was made by both Germanys
to ‘try reunification on the sly’; that a decade later, the world would ‘learn
of secret negotiations in these years that took place between Germans who
put Fatherland ahead of ideology’; and that this attempt ‘should not be a
surprise’ because it was ‘only natural’.#0 Even then it was evident that the
‘natural’ political inclination of a party leader like Honecker was to
strengthen the political and economic viability and international standing
of his régime. He had made his career in the pursuit of these objectives,
not least by taking charge of security during the building of the Berlin
wall. The improvement of intra-German relations and a search for more
leeway in the GDR’s relations with the Soviet Union were quite compati-
ble with these objectives. But as the great number of applications for exit
visas to West Germany showed, the legitimacy and viability of the régime
remained in doubt. The political system of the GDR still very much de-
pended upon Soviet support and so did its economy under conditions of
high prices for energy and the limited competitiveness of East German in-
dustrial products on the world market. Whatever the objective conse-

459 As quoted by Neues Deutschland, 25-26 August 1984.
460 William Safire, ‘The Germanys: Trying Reunification on the Sly’, International
Herald Tribune, 14 August 1984.
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quences of his policy, Honecker had no intention to destroy the Soviet-
East German relationship.

Second, despite the fact that the overt controversies in East-West rela-
tions of the late 1970s and early 1980s were very much about international
security issues, such as the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, the threat
of intervention in Poland, and the stationing of nuclear missiles in Europe,
economic factors were becoming an increasingly important part of East-
West relations. The Soviet leaders could not escape this reality, notwith-
standing their vigorous and vicious criticism of West Germany and its al-
leged strategy of undermining the political and ideological foundations of
the GDR. This was proven, for instance, by the fact that 1984, the year of
the Soviet punitive countermeasures to the missile deployments, was also
the year in which Soviet-West German trade, with the amount of 25 billion
Deutschmarks, reached a new record.

Third, the Soviet-East German differences neither stemmed from nor
did they result in Soviet pressures on the GDR or on other CMEA coun-
tries to sever their economic and credit links with West Germany. The
June 1984 summit meeting of the East bloc’s economic organization sup-
ported the maintenance and expansion of such links. It did so with good
reason, for if the economic fortunes of the GDR and other members of the
bloc had declined or declined further, the Soviet economy, too, would
have suffered. Soviet interests would have been even more negatively af-
fected if economic stringencies in Eastern Europe had led, as in Poland, to
political upheaval and the erosion of party control. Soviet criticism of East
Berlin, therefore, concerned the scale of East German indebtedness and
had a primarily political rather than economic rationale.

Fourth, it was predictable that there would be a shift in the GDR’s ap-
proach after the cancellation of the planned visit. Hans Modrow, the party
secretary of the SED for the Dresden district, clarified this in December
1984: ‘The “separate German track” has come to an end, at least for the
time being.” Henceforth, ‘we will be very active in seeking to broaden our
contacts with all Western countries, ... not only with West Germany’.46!

The final and most important point about this period, however, is the
comprehensive nature of the crisis that the Soviet empire was facing. The
central features of the crisis, as described here in detail, were the transfor-

461 Hans Modrow, in an interview with US correspondent Henry Tanner, Interna-
tional Herald Tribune, 14 December 1984.
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mation of ideology from an asset to a liability; the inability to transform
military power into political influence; the failure effectively to compete
with the Western industrialized countries in the scientific-technological
revolution; and the inability to provide effective political leadership either
for a revitalization or for a fundamental change of the Soviet domestic
system. Cutting through all of the fog of innuendos, charges and counter-
charges on the German problem, both within the Soviet bloc and between
East and West, the central problem for the Soviet leaders from Stalin to
Chernenko was their inability to ‘digest’ the part of Germany it had ac-
quired in the Second World War. They remained caught in a dilemma that
became acute in the late 1970s and early 1980s. They were incapable of
providing legitimacy for their control of Eastern Europe or of making it
cost-effective. Yet imprisoned by the parameters of the Ideological and
Imperial paradigm, they were as yet unprepared to divest themselves of
the imperial burden in the centre of Europe. It took a new leader and an
entirely new approach to international relations to make possible the solu-
tion of the seemingly intractable German problem.
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Chapter 4: Gorbachev’s Old and New Thinking

1. The Paradigm of New Thinking

The ‘Gorbachev revolution” began with only minor revisions of theory but
ended in the complete replacement of the Ideological and Imperial
paradigm. The then party leader and his chief advisors have acknowledged
the gradual and essentially unplanned progression of change. ‘It would be
a great exaggeration to say that we envisaged from the very beginning the
scope and difficulties of perestroika’, Gorbachev has explained in retro-
spect. ‘Its initial designs, furthermore, did not go beyond the framework of
the system, neither ideologically nor politically. For us it was then a matter
of improving the existing society, “forcing the system to work™.462 Simi-
larly, Yakovlev remembers that ‘at the beginning, we had little idea where
events would take us.’#%3 There was only a general ‘understanding of what
needed to be cast aside’.464

This general understanding, however, is precisely what explains the
progressive, in its ultimate scope unintended, dismantling of the Ideo-
logical and Imperial paradigm and its replacement by the New Thinking.
As in the Left and Right dichotomy of traditional Marxist-Leninist ap-
proaches, an inner logic existed that linked a set of policies of either one
or the other orientation in domestic and foreign policy.4%> To illustrate this
abstraction by an example, Brezhnev’s approach to détente was bound to
fail because of a dual violation of the logic of interconnectedness. A re-
pressive policy at home contradicted an ostensible policy of opening in
foreign policy. In the foreign policy realm, rejection of ‘interference in the

462 M. S. Gorbachev, ‘Mir na perelome’, Svobodnaia mysl, No. 16 (November
1992), p. 10.

463 Lecture at Harvard University, 7 November 1991.

464 Alexander N. Yakovlev, Muki prochteniia bytiia. Perestroika — nadezhdy i re-
al'nosti (Moscow: Novosti, 1991), p. 330.

465 This logic was best described by Alexander Dallin, ‘Linkage Patterns: From
Brest to Brezhnev’, in Seweryn Bialer, ed., The Domestic Context of Soviet For-
eign Policy (Boulder, Colo: Westview, 1981), pp. 344-47, and earlier in his ‘sovi-
et Foreign Policy and Domestic Politics: A Framework of Analysis’, Journal of
International Affairs, No. 2 (1969), pp. 250-65.
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internal affairs of socialist countries’, notably in Eastern Europe, a vigor-
ous arms build-up and support for ‘national-liberation movements’ did not
square well with attempts to improve East-West economic exchanges and
gain access to Western technology, credits and know-how. The theoreti-
cians of the new paradigm recognized such deficiencies and realized that
the effectiveness of the new approaches depended upon coherence and
consistency.

What, then, were the main ingredients of Gorbachev’s New Thinking?

The new paradigm included the following major principles:#6°

1.

The use of military power, geopolitical expansionism and empire
building are outdated forms of international conduct. They impose sig-
nificant costs and impede socio-economic development.

Status and power in international affairs are determined by qualitative
indicators, such as effectiveness of the political system, economic effi-
ciency and the ability to adapt to rapid scientific-technological
progress.

The internal resources of a nation, including a high level of education
and technical skill of the population as well as the country’s quality
and way of life, are important factors of international influence.
Interests in world affairs are to be promoted through multilateral ap-
proaches and participation in international institutions. This also ap-
plies to security, which cannot be safeguarded unilaterally through the
application of military-technical means but only politically and cooper-
atively.

466 On the origins, content, and evolution of the new paradigm through the eyes of

their architects, see M. S. Gorbachev, Perestroika i novoe myshlenie dlia nashei
strany i dlia vsego mira (Moscow: Politizdat, 1988); Shevardnadze, Moi vybor;
Yakovlev, Muki prochteniia bytiia; and Chernyaev, Shest’ let s Gorbachevym.
For Western analyses of the new paradigm, see Falk Bomsdorf and Hannes
Adomeit, ‘Das “Neue Denken”: Grundziige und Verwirklichung’, in Hannes
Adomeit, Hans-Hermann Hohmann, and Giinter Wagenlehner, eds., Die Sowjetu-
nion unter Gorbatschow (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1990), pp. 261-296; Seweryn
Bialer, ‘New Thinking and Soviet Foreign Policy’, Survival, Vol. 30, No. 4 (July/
August 1988), pp. 291-309; Stephen M. Meyer, ‘The Sources and Prospects of
Gorbachev’s New Political Thinking on Security’, International Security, Vol.
33, No. 2 (Fall 1988), pp. 124-63; and Coit D. Blacker, Hostage to Revolution:
Gorbachev and Soviet Security Policy, 1985-1991 (New York: Council on For-
eign Relations, 1993). In the present chapter, only a summary of the New Think-
ing will be provided. For more detail and the practical application of the theory,
see Chapter 6.
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5. Although the nation state continues to be an important organizing prin-
ciple in the international system, nationalism is one of the many forms
of unilateralism that needs to be replaced by processes of integration.

6. The main actors and factors of stability in the international system are
the industrialized countries (G-7), which adhere to a common system
of values, laws and norms.

7. The main factors of instability and threats to world peace are national-
ism, ethnic conflict, religious fundamentalism, political extremism, mi-
gration, terrorism and environmental catastrophes.

To explain and provide some detail about the evolution of the new
paradigm, the first and foremost realization was that of a close interrela-
tionship between domestic and foreign policy and, as time went by, the
priority of domestic over foreign policy. Statements made by Gorbachev
himself reflect this progression of viewpoints. In an interview with Zime
magazine in September 1985, he remarked that

somebody said that foreign policy is a continuation of domestic policy. If that
is so, then I ask you to ponder one thing: if we in the Soviet Union are setting
ourselves such grandiose plans in the domestic sphere [perestroika], then
what are the external conditions that we need to be able to fulfill those domes-
tic plans? I leave the answer to that question with you.467

In February 1987, at an international peace forum in Moscow, he went one
step further when he said that

our international policy is determined more than ever before by our domestic
policy, by our interest in concentrating on creative work for the perfection of
our country. For that very reason we need a more stable peace, predictability
and a constructive direction of international relations.*68

There is another aspect of significance to the relationship between domes-
tic and foreign policy in the Gorbachev era. That is the idea of learning by
trial and error in both dimensions of policy. Reflecting in his memoirs on
the felt necessity at the beginning of his tenure in office to embark upon a

467 Gorbachev interview with Time, 9 September 1985 (italics mine). The ‘some-
body’ Gorbachev referred to may have been Lenin, who is on record as having
stated: ‘There is no more erroneous or harmful idea than the separation of foreign
from domestic policy’; V.I. Lenin, Sochineniia, 4th (Russian) ed., Vol. 15
(Moscow: Politizdat, 1948), p. 67.

468 Izvestiia, 17 February 1987. In April, in a dinner speech in London, he reiterated
that ‘Our foreign policy, to a greater degree than ever before, stems directly from
our domestic policy’; Pravda, 1 April 1987 (italics mine).
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fundamental change in foreign policy, he explains that ‘perestroika in do-
mestic [affairs] and in the foreign policy realm took shape only gradually;
success in one area had a positive impact on the other, whereas, corre-
spondingly, failures put a brake on the development in both areas’.46?

A central point to be made at the outset, however, is that the trial-and-
error process had its limits. Gorbachev was not much of a conceptual
thinker. To the extent that he adhered to abstractions, he remained wedded
to utopian ideas, ‘reform socialism’ and ‘socialism with a human face’ in
the political realm, and, in economics, the ‘harmonization’ of the plan
with the market. Fundamental re-conceptualization, both in domestic and
foreign policy, was urged upon him, in part by events and in part by advis-
ers who had a keener intellectual bent and greater analytical potential.

Re-conceptualization of domestic and foreign policy meant not simply
‘creatively adapting’ but abandoning Marxist-Leninist ideology. The ne-
cessity for taking such a momentous decision was understood by hardly
anyone in a position of responsibility at the beginning of the Gorbachev
era. But it was clearly stated in the midst of change by Soviet dissidents
who had emigrated to the West. ‘Ideology is that hard core of the Soviet
system that does not allow the country to deviate too far for too long’, they
wrote in March 1987. Unless the central ideological tenets were changed,
‘soviet strategy would remain imprisoned by its assumptions’. If the Sovi-
et leadership was really serious about radical change, they concluded, it
‘would have to begin by discarding the ruling ideology’.47°

In the process of discarding Marxist-Leninist ideology, Vadim
Medvedev, the CPSU CC secretary responsible for ideological questions,
told his colleagues from the Warsaw Pact countries assembled in East
Berlin in September 1989 how damaging Marxism-Leninism had been. He
admitted that, “When we ideologized foreign policy in an unbalanced fash-
ion, it often harmed the prestige of the Soviet Union as well as socialism
as a whole’. It did not at all contribute to the normalization of relations
‘but at times even [achieved] the very opposite’.#7! Shevardnadze, in ret-

469 Mikhail Gorbachev, Zhizn’ i reformy, Vol. 2 (Moscow: Novosti, 1995), p. 7.

470 ‘The Time has Come Now to Reject the System Itself’, International Herald Tri-
bune, 24 March 1987. The dissidents in question were Vasili Aksyonov, Vladimir
Bukovsky, Eduard Kuznetsov, Yuri Lyubimov, Vladimir Maximov, Ernst
Neizvestny and Alexander Zinoviev.

471 Speech by Vadim Medvedev, the CPSU CC secretary responsible for ideological
questions at the conference of the ideological secretaries of the socialist coun-
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rospect, confirmed this point. The notion of peaceful coexistence as a form
of class conflict had inevitably led to perceptions of the ‘world as an arena
of a perennial struggle between systems, camps, and blocs’. It had blurred
the difference between ideological competition and psychological warfare
and ‘erected insurmountable barriers on the road towards mutually benefi-
cial cooperation between countries with different socio-economic struc-
tures’.472 According to Medvedev, the emphasis on ideology in interna-
tional affairs had also ‘furnished a pretext to our opponents to accuse us of
expansionist and aggressive designs and of wanting to “export revolu-
tion™’. It had ‘contributed to the enhancement of “enemy images™’.473

The problem with such realizations in the Gorbachev era, however, was
that the seeming or real abandonment of one ideological tenet or another
was accompanied by qualifications and counteracted by euphemisms and
ambiguities. Gorbachev’s speech at the seventieth anniversary of the 1917
Bolshevik revolution provides a glaring example of this.

Despite its many departures from ideological orthodoxy, the speech
brimmed with Stalinist or, if one prefers, neo-Stalinist rationalizations.*7#
‘Under the conditions at that time [the 1930s]’, Gorbachev asked, ‘was it
possible to choose a course [of action] other than the one adopted by the
party?’ ‘No’ he unequivocally replied, ‘it was not possible.” He correctly
considered collectivization as a ‘fundamental alteration of the whole way
of life of the main mass of the population in the countryside’ but he gave a
positive spin to this generalization by saying that it had ‘created the social
basis for the modernisation of the agricultural sector’. He then continued
with blatantly Stalinist euphemisms such as that one should not overlook
the ‘complicated nature of this period’ and that there were such deplorable
things as ‘excesses’ — a term used by Stalin when he began to comprehend
the enormous cost of forced collectivization. But then he turned
Khrushchevian by saying that ‘There were also — I say this openly — real
crimes because of the abuse of power. Thousands and thousands [sic] of

tries, on 21 September 1989 in East Berlin; SED Politburo, Arbeitsprotokolle, J
1V 2/2A/3248.

472 Shevardnadze, Moi vybor, pp. 95 and 101.

473 Medvedev speech in East Berlin, 21 September 1989.

474 Text in Pravda, 3 November 1987.
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party members and non-party people were subjected to mass repres-
sions.”#73

Contrary to what was nothing more than a mere repetition of what
Khrushchev had said at the Twentieth Party Congress in February 1956,
Gorbachev’s treatment of Stalin’s foreign policy remained firmly stuck in
the orthodox mold. He chastised the ‘ruling circles of the West” for distort-
ing the truth and attempting to show that ‘the Soviet-German non-aggres-
sion pact of 23 August 1939 had provided the starting shot for the attack
of the Nazis on Poland and thus for [the beginning of] the Second World
War’. Nothing was said about the secret protocols. There were no regrets
and apologies about the occupation and treatment of the Baltic States.
There was no hint about the Soviet deliveries of strategically important
commodities right up to the beginning of the invasion in June 1941 that
helped Nazi Germany build up its war machine.

Apart from all the specific euphemisms and distortions of Soviet histo-
ry, the most noteworthy general feature of Gorbachev’s anniversary
speech is the absence of any moral consideration. Typically, it was left to
Yakovlev to address this very issue. At the above mentioned meeting of
communist party secretaries for ideological questions in Varna he ex-
pressed his regret that adherents of both socialism and capitalism had

convinced themselves by the trial-and-error method that there are more urgent
factors and necessities than the abstractions that have turned into dogmatic
clichés, that have nothing to do with morality and that have led to deafness
and blindness towards good and evil.#7®

Gorbachev’s speech is a sorry example of such blindness.

Marxism in its Leninist and Stalinist application was to prove a funda-
mental aberration that had led Russia into comprehensive crisis. The
archival record of secret meetings and private conversations Soviet party
leaders, including Gorbachev, clearly shows that for them ‘socialism’,
whatever its precise meaning, still had a future. As Medvedev told another
gathering of party secretaries for ideological questions in East Berlin, it
was an ‘illusion’ of the forces inimical to perestroika to assert that ‘our so-

475 For more realistic data on the number of party and non-party members who fell
victim to mass repressions see infia, pp. 442-443.

476 Speech by Alexander Yakovlev at the conference of communist party secretaries
for ideological questions, held in Varna (Bulgaria), 26-28 September 1989, in-
cluded for agenda item 8 of SED Politburo meeting of 17 October 1989; Central
Party Archives, SED Politburo, Arbeitsprotokolle, J IV 2/2A/3247.
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ciety could evolve in the direction of capitalism and abandon socialist val-
ues’. Such speculation was ‘built on sand’.#”7 Yakovlev adopted a similar
stance at the Varna meeting a few days later. No matter how one looked at
it, whether ‘from a political, ideological, or simply a pragmatic point of
view’, it was ‘absurd’ for both the ‘conservatives of conviction and the
conservatives of privilege’ to charge that perestroika was tantamount to
the abandonment of the ‘principles and ideals of socialism’.478

What explains the retractions and reservations and the continued adher-
ence to utopian goals? First, outright rejection of Marxism-Leninism
would have destroyed the very basis on which power and legitimacy of the
political leadership rested. Second, in the perceptions of the perestroichni-
ki, retreat from utopia would have provided the orthodox elements in the
party apparat with the ammunition they needed to mount a political coun-
teroffensive with the aim of ousting the new leadership. Third, many of
the supporters of New Thinking, including Gorbachev, remained inca-
pable of ridding themselves of the ideological baggage accumulated in the
seventy years of travel that was intended to lead to a bright future. ‘Why
do I sit surrounded all the time by Lenin’s works?’, Gorbachev had asked
rhetorically in July 1986. ‘I leaf through them, I look for solutions ... be-
cause it is never too late to consult Lenin.’47?

Who, then, was this man who embodied such contradictory attitudes but
who had such an enormous impact on world history?

2. Gorbachev: A Political Profile

Gorbachev was born in 1931 in the small village of Privolnoe in Stavropol
krai (region or territory), a fertile agricultural area in southern Russia.*80

477 Speech by Vadim Medvedev, the CPSU CC secretary responsible for ideological
questions at the conference of the ideological secretaries of the socialist countries
on 21-22 September 1989 in East Berlin; Central Party Archives, SED Politburo,
Arbeitsprotokolle, J IV 2/2A/3248.

478 Yakovlev in Varna, see fn. 476.

479 Speech to members of the Soviet Union of Writers, Kremlin, 19 July 1986; ex-
cerpts as published in Détente, No. 8 (Winter 1987), pp. 11-12.

480 A krai in both past Soviet and current Russian definitions refers to a large admin-
istrative entity located in strategically important borderlands (krai literally means
edge). In practical administrative terms, there is no difference between a krai and
an oblast' (region or province).
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His outlook on life and his career in the communist party, as his own
memoirs and testimony from relatives, friends, and acquaintances show,
were shaped by the rural character and agricultural base of this region.48!
‘Privolnoe’ means the expanse of land that was steppe when the first peas-
ants came, and it also means freedom.*82 The customs and traditions of the
Cossacks — soldiers and peasants who, at the Czars’ orders, settled the
frontiers of the empire and pushed them south and east — have helped to
mold the area. Peasants from Russia and Ukraine fled to this area from
serfdom. ‘Later’, as Gorbachev explains, ‘they were forcibly settled here —
a human drama that claimed many victims. My family on the paternal
side, the Gorbachevs, settlers from the Voronesh province (guberniia) but
also my ancestors on the maternal side, the Gopkalos — settlers from the
Chernigov province — had arrived here in this way. 483

His childhood was overshadowed by three major political and socio-
economic events: collectivization, the purges, and World War I1.

Concerning the first major influence, his maternal grandfather had been
one of the first after the Bolshevik revolution to help establish a coopera-
tive, a voluntary organization of peasants who kept and farmed their own
land. His grandmother and mother also worked there. ‘In 1928, Gor-
bachev writes tersely, ‘grandfather entered the CPSU. He participated in
the foundation of our kolkhoz, named Khleborob [Wheat Farmer], and be-

481 This sketch of Gorbachev’s political profiles draws to a considerable part on his
memoirs, which first appeared more or less simultaneously in both Russian and
German; Mikhail Gorbachev, Zhizn’ i reformy, 2 vols. (Moscow: Novosti, 1995)
and Michail Gorbatschow, Erinnerungen (Berlin: Siedler Verlag, 1995). The
memoirs are by far the best source for a political profile of Gorbachev. Where
there are discrepancies between the two editions — there are some that are mean-
ingful — they will be pointed out. His own portrayal will be critically evaluated
and checked against facts as well as the opinions provided by close associates. —
Some of the best treatments of the Gorbachev phenomenon are Robert G. Kaiser,
Why Gorbachev Happened: His Triumphs and his Failure (New York: Simon &
Schuster, 1991); Archie Brown, The Gorbachev Factor (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1996); Moshe Lewin, The Gorbachev Phenomenon: A Historical In-
terpretation, exp. ed. (Berkeley, Cal.: University of California Press, 1991);
Zhores Medvedev, Gorbachev (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986); John Miller,
Mikhail Gorbachev and the End of Soviet Power (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1993); and Gerd Ruge, Gorbachev: A Biography (London: Chatto & Windus,
1991).

482 Ruge, Gorbachev, p. 13.

483 Gorbachev, Zhizn’, Vol. 1, pp. 32-33.
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came its chairman. ... In the 1930s grandfather took over the leadership of
the collective farm Krasnyi Oktiabr [Red October] in a neighbouring vil-
lage, located twenty miles from Privolnoe. 484

Whether because of idealism or a sense of self-preservation, the Gopka-
los became active supporters of Stalin’s collectivization drive. The Gor-
bachevs, in contrast, initially refused to submit to Stalin’s plans. ‘[Pater-
nal] grandfather Andrei’, as the grandson remembers, ‘did not participate
in the collectivization [campaign]; he did not enter a collective farm but
remained a [private] farmer’. He was arrested in 1934, convicted as a
‘saboteur’ and sent to do hard labor in the Irkutsk region. He was released
after two years, before he had served his full sentence, and returned from
camp ‘with two documents which certified him as an activist of labor, ...
immediately joined a collective farm and, because he worked assiduously,
he soon rose to become head of the pig farm of the kolkhoz’ 48>

What about the human and material costs of collectivization, the meth-
ods used and the moral problems involved? The approach Gorbachev
adopts to deal with these issues in his memoirs is essentially the same he
had used in his above-quoted speech on the seventieth anniversary of the
Bolshevik revolution. The portrayal has the same euphemistic and apolo-
getic quality, is devoid of moral opprobrium and follows the typically Gor-
bachevian ‘on the one hand but on the other hand’ pattern. He acknowl-
edges that ‘In 1933, a famine erupted in the Stavropol region ... The
famine was terrible. In Privolnoe, at least one third if not half of the vil-
lage population died. Whole families perished and long thereafter, essen-
tially until the beginning of the war, [many] cottages stood there aban-
doned, near collapse, like orphans. Three [of the six] children of grandfa-
ther Andrei also perished of hunger’.#8 Yet he also thinks that ‘historians
argue until this very day about the origins [of the famine] and whether it
was perhaps organized deliberately so as to finally subdue the peasants. Or
did adverse weather conditions after all play the most important role in it?
I don’t know what things looked like in other regions but we [in the
Stavropol area] were indeed visited by a terrible drought.” Did the famine,
then, have natural causes? No, essentially, it didn’t. ‘The calamity did not
lie in [the weather] alone. Mass collectivization ... in my view tipped the

484 Tbid., pp. 37-38.
485 Tbid., p. 42.
486 TIbid.
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balance.’#87 Was mass collectivization, then, gratuitous mass murder orga-
nized by the communist party, a heart-rending tragedy that could and
should have been avoided? No, it wasn’t. He fails to understand ‘what
“golden age” of the Russian village the current advocates of peasant hap-
piness [who are these advocates?] are talking about. These people either
know absolutely nothing, or they knowingly do not tell the truth or they
have lost their memory. 438

The refusal unambiguously to condemn mass murder is also evident in
his treatment of Stalin’s purges in the late 1930s, the second major devel-
opment in Soviet history that shaped his life. No one, he writes, was im-
mune from denunciation, arrest, and execution. This was true also for his
grandfather Gopkalo. He was arrested in 1937, accused of sabotage,
charged with being a member of a ‘counterrevolutionary, right-wing Trot-
skyite organization’ and severely tortured in order to extract a confession.
The arrest, according to Gorbachev, produced ‘the first [major] upheaval
in my life’ and ‘ingrained itself forever in my memory’. This was in part
due to the fact that ‘enemies of the people’ were shunned by society. ‘I
still remember today that after grandfather’s arrest, the neighbors passed
by the house in a wide circle as if we had the plague and that our relatives
only stopped by secretly at night.” Gopkalo was fortunate to be released in
December 1938 and reinstated in his job as collective farm chairman in
1939. His wife’s grandfather, however, was not so fortunate. He was ar-
rested, also in 1937, in the Altai region in southern Siberia and shot.*%?

What is also lacking in Gorbachev’s published recollections, despite the
traumatic experience of the arrest of his maternal grandfather, is a reflec-
tion on Stalin’s personal responsibility, the function of the communist par-
ty in the Soviet system, and his own willing participation and guilt by as-
sociation with a criminal régime, rising rapidly in the party: In 1963, at the
age of 32, he became Head of the Department of Party Organs in the

487 1Ibid.

488 1Ibid., p. 38. He adds that 4e certainly remembers the vestiges of the ‘way of life
that was characteristic for the Russian village before the revolution and before
the foundation of collective farms’. This characterization as well as the treatment
of the subject on the seventieth anniversary of the October revolution implies that
collectivization was not only ‘objectively necessary’ but improved life on the
farm. The ‘in principle’ positive assessment of collectivization may provide one
of the explanations why Gorbachev, until the very end, refused to contemplate
major changes in agriculture in the direction of private farming and the market.

489 Tbid., pp. 38-42.
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Stavropol Regional Committee, and in 1970, he was appointed First Party
Secretary of the Stavropol Regional Committee, a body of the CPSU, be-
coming one of the youngest provincial party chiefs in the nation. It was
only after the collapse of the Soviet Union, when he was asked when he
had begun to understand the role played by the NKVD and its successor,
the KGB, that he said that he had begun to comprehend it long ago, from
the time his grandfather was under arrest, but that there was much that had
remained obscure to him, adding that even his grandfather had said of his
arrest: ‘I am sure Stalin does not know.’4%0

The third major influence on Gorbachev’s life was the Second World
War. For the purpose of reconstructing Gorbachev’s attitudes towards Ger-
many, it is particularly appropriate to try to assess its impact.

‘My generation, he wrote, ‘is a generation of the children of war. The
war has left an imprint on us and shaped our character, even our world
view.”#! During his talks with chancellor Kohl in Moscow in mid-July
1990, he reminisced that, when the German offensive began in June 1941,
he was ten years old, and that he could remember very well what had hap-
pened.**2 The events he remembers, as described in detail in his memoirs,
were his father’s temporary deferment because he was needed as a kolkhoz
technician (the summer harvest had to be brought in) and his subsequent
call-up for service at the front in August 1941; weary Red Army soldiers
passing through Privolnoe after the evacuation of Rostov on the Don in
August 1942; the occupation of the village by German troops for four and
a half months; the collaboration of villagers with the occupation regime;
and the restoration of Soviet control in January 1943.493

In the first phase of the German offensive, in the summer and fall of
1941, the southern army group (Heeresgruppe Siid) under General von
Rundstedt made rapid advances, the Red Army retreating in disarray.
Kiev, Kharkov, and the Donbas came under German occupation and, for a
short time, so did Rostov. In the second phase, beginning in the summer of
1942, German offensives were launched in two directions, one towards
Stalingrad to cut the communications lines between North and South Rus-

490 Interview with Gorbachev, Komsomol skaia pravda, 7 November 1992; as quoted
by Brown, The Gorbachev Factor, p. 30.

491 Gorbachev, Zhizn’, Vol. 1, p. 51.

492 Horst Teltschik, 329 Tage: Innenansichten der Einigung (Berlin: Siedler Verlag,
1991), p. 320.

493 Gorbachev, Zhizn’, Vol. 1, pp. 42-51.
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sia, and a second towards Grozny in the North Caucasus and Baku on the
Caspian Sea. ‘On 27 July 1942’, to return to Gorbachev’s recollections,
‘our troops evacuated Rostov. Completely disorganized they embarked up-
on retreat; somber looking and tired soldiers passed through. Their faces
betrayed bitterness and feelings of guilt.’#** Stavropol was bypassed by
both offensives, and the steppes to the north of the town where Privolnoe
was located never became a major battle zone.*”> In August, however,
German forces entered Privolnoe and established an occupation regime,
initially consisting of regular German units, which were ‘later exchanged
for other units of which I only remember the stripes on their sleeves and
that they spoke Ukrainian’.4%¢

Several villagers collaborated with the occupation authorities, mostly
people who had deserted the Soviet army and hidden for months. They
were now cooperating with the Nazis, mainly as policemen. Gorbachev’s
grandmother was interrogated at the police station because her husband
was a member of the communist party and chairman of a collective farm
and because he, her son and her son-in-law were all serving in the Red
Army. The house was searched. Rumors abounded about mass executions
of Jews and communists. ‘We were conscious [of the fact] that the mem-