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Abstract 
 

The Game Changer: Reassessing the Impact of SDI on Gorbachev’s Foreign Policy, 
Arms Control, and US-Soviet Relations 

 
 

In February 1987, Mikhail Gorbachev decoupled the Soviet arms control package, 

withdrawing Soviet conditions connecting an agreement on intermediate-range nuclear 

forces (INF) to strategic offensive nuclear missile reductions (START), Ronald Reagan’s 

Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), and adherence to the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile 

Treaty (ABM). Gorbachev untied the arms control package in order to pursue a separate 

treaty to eliminate US and Soviet INF missiles, and in doing so, Gorbachev changed the 

game. This decision led to the historic December 1987 INF Treaty, the only US-Soviet 

treaty to completely eliminate an entire class of nuclear weapons. Through an analysis of 

the processes, events, policies, and people that influenced Gorbachev’s decision making 

and foreign policy, this dissertation examines how, by February 1987, he was able to free 

himself from the old Soviet mind-set and pursue more realistic and rational policies in 

arms control, regardless of the potential threat posed to Soviet security by SDI. 

While many historians mention this delinking in the context of the INF Treaty, no 

one has undertaken a serious and thorough analysis of the decision to untie the arms 

control package, nor have scholars examined why this dramatic shift in the Soviet 

negotiating position occurred at this time. Using newly available archival materials from 

the Gorbachev Foundation in Moscow; the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in 

California; the National Security Archive in Washington, DC; and the Katayev Collection 

at the Hoover Archives at Stanford University, this dissertation reassesses the impact of 
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Reagan’s policies and SDI on Gorbachev’s foreign policy and internal reform efforts, on 

arms control, and on US-Soviet relations. 
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Introduction 
 

 
But if not for Gorbachev’s persistence, his dogged determination to prove to all 
 that nuclear weapons were an absolute evil and unacceptable as a foundation 
 for world politics, the process would not have started, and we would not have had  

the subsequent historic reversal in the arms race.1 —Anatoly Chernyaev 
 

 In February 1987, Mikhail Gorbachev decoupled the Soviet arms control package, 

withdrawing Soviet conditions connecting an agreement on intermediate-range nuclear 

forces (INF) to strategic offensive nuclear missile reductions (START), Ronald Reagan’s 

Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), and adherence to the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile 

Treaty (ABM). Gorbachev untied the arms control package in order to pursue a separate 

treaty to eliminate US and Soviet INF missiles, and in doing so, Gorbachev changed the 

game. This decision led to the historic December 1987 INF Treaty, the only US-Soviet 

treaty to completely eliminate an entire class of nuclear weapons. Through an analysis of 

the processes, events, policies, and people that influenced Gorbachev’s decision making 

and foreign policy, this dissertation examines how, by February 1987, he was able to free 

himself from the old Soviet mind-set and pursue more realistic and rational policies in 

arms control, regardless of the potential threat posed to Soviet security by SDI.  

While many historians mention this delinking in the context of the INF Treaty, no 

one has undertaken a serious and thorough analysis of the decision to untie the arms 

control package, nor have scholars examined why this dramatic shift in the Soviet 

negotiating position occurred at this time. Using newly available archival materials from 

the Gorbachev Foundation in Moscow; the Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in 

California; the National Security Archive in Washington, DC; and the Katayev Collection 
                                                 
1 Anatoly Chernyaev, My Six Years with Gorbachev, trans. and ed. Robert D. English and Elizabeth Tucker 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000)103–4. [emphasis in original] 



 2 

at the Hoover Archives at Stanford University, this dissertation reassesses the impact of 

Reagan’s policies and SDI on Gorbachev’s foreign policy and internal reform efforts, on 

arms control, and on US-Soviet relations. 

 President Reagan’s March 23, 1983, speech introducing the Strategic Defense 

Initiative shocked many in his administration and the American public as well as the 

Soviet Union and the international scientific community. SDI was a space-based laser 

system designed to intercept and destroy incoming intercontinental ballistic missiles 

(ICBMs) tipped with nuclear warheads. As soon as SDI was announced, this program 

quickly became a major concern for the Soviet leaders, arguing that it would disrupt the 

strategic balance, shift the nuclear posture of the United States, and therefore threatened 

Soviet security. When Gorbachev took power in March 1985, the Soviets remained 

apprehensive about SDI and vehemently fought against its research and development.  

At the Geneva Summit in November 1985 and the Reykjavik Summit in October 

1986, Gorbachev consistently presented Soviet arms control proposals to Reagan as a 

package deal. Any concessions Gorbachev was willing to make on intermediate-range 

nuclear weapons or in reducing the numbers of ICBMs remained contingent on stopping 

SDI. The Soviet arms control team in Geneva, where negotiations were ongoing with the 

United States under the umbrella title of “Nuclear and Space Talks” (NST), followed the 

same line. Gorbachev made it very clear to Reagan at both Geneva and Reykjavik that he 

was willing to make deep cuts in the Soviet strategic nuclear arsenal and that he would 

come to agreement on INF issues—but only if the United States would halt, or at least 

limit, its research on SDI. Sometime shortly after Reykjavik in early 1987, Gorbachev 

and the Soviet leadership reconsidered the linkage, decided to untie the package, and 



 3 

pursued a separate INF treaty with the United States. This dissertation examines the 

evolution of this decision to decouple the Soviet arms control package; how and why it 

occurred at this time; and its impact on Gorbachev’s foreign policy, arms control, and 

US-Soviet relations.  

During Gorbachev’s time in power and after, scholars have debated the effects of 

SDI on Soviet foreign and domestic policies. Some argue that SDI forced Gorbachev to 

initiate economic reforms and move toward greater cooperation with the West. Others 

believe that Gorbachev’s motivations for reforms in foreign and domestic policy were 

largely internal and were only marginally affected by SDI.2 From the documentary 

sources examined in this dissertation, it is evident that the Strategic Defense Initiative 

was a factor in Gorbachev’s decision making regarding foreign policy and domestic 

economic reforms in the Soviet Union. Gorbachev, his advisors, and Politburo members 

often discussed SDI and its ramifications for arms control and reducing the burden of 

military spending on the Soviet economy. However, Gorbachev’s drastic shift in policy 

regarding SDI in early 1987—a shift evident in the “delinking” of INF from SDI—

demonstrates that the Soviet leadership came to believe that arms control agreements 

with the United States were of greater importance than halting SDI. Gorbachev moved 

toward arms control in spite of SDI, not because of it. 

 By February 1987, Gorbachev had shed the “complex” the Soviets had over SDI 

and took a more rational approach in dealing with SDI and Reagan’s vexing attachment 

to this program. In the end, it was not Reagan’s firmness and absolute adherence to this 

program that pushed Gorbachev to make this decision to untie the package; instead 

Gorbachev recognized the benefits of moving past SDI and making arms control 
                                                 
2 This debate is covered in the literature review later in this introduction. 



 4 

agreements with the United States. Decoupling the arms negotiations from SDI could 

give the USSR more room to maneuver by dispelling SDI as a factor in US-Soviet 

relations. Once he cast off the yoke of SDI, Gorbachev was able to pursue arms control 

agreements with the United States, which benefitted both sides and the international 

community.  

 Gorbachev was a new type of Soviet leader, from a younger generation and with a 

specific set of ideas and goals to transform the Soviet state. To do this, he surrounded 

himself with like-minded, reform-oriented individuals, who wanted to see the Soviet 

Union thrive, and he changed many long-standing Soviet positions. Their goal was not to 

topple the Soviet state but instead to make communism work through economic reforms, 

by reducing the control of the military-industrial complex and the burden of the arms 

race, and by democratizing some elements of the state and society. While this dissertation 

focuses on Gorbachev’s foreign policy and arms control, recognizing the innate 

connection between his foreign policy and domestic reform efforts is a vital component 

of this project. 

 Several broad themes run throughout this dissertation and are placed within the 

context of Gorbachev’s decision making regarding relations with the United States and 

the West and regarding arms control and SDI. Gorbachev’s perestroika, glasnost, and his 

attempts to reduce the defense burden on the Soviet economy are addressed in several 

parts of this dissertation, with specific background on this subject in Chapter Two. How 

Gorbachev’s new political thinking shifted the Cold War paradigm is another theme 

running throughout this dissertation. His determination to pursue cooperation instead of 
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competition with the United States and the West, which he believed would hold greater 

benefits for the Soviet Union, allowed him to change the game.  

 Despite all their differences, Gorbachev found a willing partner in Reagan on 

arms control because of their shared desire to vastly reduce, if not completely eliminate, 

nuclear weapons. This dissertation examines the difficulties that existed within the 

Soviet-American relationship and how Gorbachev and Reagan, along with a host of other 

players within their respective power centers, worked against historical precedents and 

the Cold War paradigm and moved toward arms control and a more cooperative 

relationship that eventually led to the end of the Cold War. While the focus of this 

dissertation is the period from 1985–1987, it demonstrates how the evolving relationship 

between Reagan and Gorbachev, coupled with Gorbachev’s new political thinking and 

desire to change the relationship of the Soviet Union with the West, reduced tensions and 

led to greater cooperation between the two superpowers.  

 On the most basic level, this dissertation refutes the claim that Reagan and the 

United States won the Cold War by using SDI and other programs to outspend and outwit 

the Soviet Union, thus forcing Gorbachev’s hand and eventually causing the collapse of 

the Soviet Union. As scholar James Mann has aptly written, “Reagan didn’t win the Cold 

War. Gorbachev abandoned it.”3 The story presented in this dissertation clearly 

demonstrates Gorbachev’s beliefs and perspectives, how Gorbachev changed the game, 

and how he found in Reagan a US president willing to go the distance on arms control. 

Gorbachev’s decision to decouple the Soviet arms control package and pursue a separate 

INF agreement with the United States is indicative of his overarching goals and the 

                                                 
3 James Mann, The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold War (New York: Viking, 
2009), 346.  
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broader changes he was wanted for the Soviet Union. An analysis of this decision to 

decouple—a study of this small, yet important piece of the Gorbachev puzzle—can 

provide us with a deeper understanding of Gorbachev’s larger policies and goals for the 

Soviet Union and how they shaped the end of the Cold War.  

Analyzing newly released Russian and American documents from various 

archives and published archival collections, this dissertation contributes to the 

historiography of this period by weaving newly available information into the existing 

narrative and by developing a more complete picture of Gorbachev’s foreign policy and 

decision making regarding arms control and SDI. At the Hoover Archives and the 

Gorbachev Foundation, I consulted numerous Soviet documents dealing with arms 

control issues; the Strategic Defense Initiative and Soviet missile defense; the Geneva, 

Reykjavik, Washington, and Moscow Summit meetings; and general Soviet foreign 

policy issues. My main source for Russian documents from the Hoover Archive is the V. 

L. Katayev Collection. From 1974 to 1990, Katayev worked for the Soviet defense 

industry and was a member of the “Little Five” arms control planning group, as discussed 

in Nikolai N. Detinov and Aleksandr G. Savel’yev’s book The Big Five: Arms Control 

Decision Making in the Soviet Union.4 Katayev’s document collection contains the 

Politburo directives for Gorbachev at the Geneva and Reykjavik summits, pre- and post-

summit discussions and instructions. The collection mostly contains military documents 

that explore questions about SDI, long-range intermediate nuclear forces, short-range 

intermediate nuclear forces, offensive ballistic nuclear missiles, chemical weapons, 

nuclear testing, verification, and a host of other topics. Most were circulated by Lev 

                                                 
4 Nikolai N. Detinov and Aleksandr G. Savel’yev, The Big Five: Arms Control Decision Making in the 
Soviet Union, trans. Dmitrii Trenin, ed. Gregory Varhall (Westport, CT: Praeger, 1995). 
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Zaikov, Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, or Dmitri Yazov.5 Some were circulated to the 

Politburo via the Big Five. Many of the Katayev documents are very technical,6 but 

several documents on arms control policy are particularly pertinent for this dissertation.  

From 1998–2001, the Hoover Archives, in conjunction with the Gorbachev 

Foundation, conducted a series of oral history interviews with participants on both the 

Soviet and American sides at the end of the Cold War.7 From the Soviet side, interview 

transcripts are available for Vitali Katayev, foreign policy aide Anatoly Chernyaev, 

Defense Minister Dmitri Yazov, interpreter Pavel Palazchenko, and Deputy Foreign 

Minister Georgii Kornienko. All the interviews discuss SDI, arms control issues, dealing 

with the Reagan administration, and changes in Soviet foreign policy. On the US side, 

interviews with Deputy Chief of Staff Michael Deaver, Chief of Staff Donald Regan, 

Secretary of State George Shultz, Attorney General Edwin Meese, National Security 

Advisor Frank Carlucci, and campaign advisor Peter Hannaford shed light on the 

emerging relations between Reagan and Gorbachev; the administration’s views on SDI 

and missile defense development; and how, if at all, SDI affected the end of the Cold 

War. These interviews provide a wealth of information about the perspectives of both 

sides. 

                                                 
5 Lev Zaikov headed the Zaikov Commission, which was established by Gorbachev and which worked in 
conjunction with the Big Five Arms Control Working Group. Marshal Akhromeyev was chief of the 
general staff of the Soviet armed forces. Dmitri Yazov became Soviet defense minister after the May 1987 
military purge.  
6 David Hoffman’s book, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous 
Legacy (New York: Doubleday, 2009), also utilized the Katayev collection. His story focuses much more 
broadly on the Soviet military-industrial complex, the dangers of the arms race, chemical warfare, and 
other topics outside of the scope of this dissertation. Hoffman provides some interesting background on 
Katayev in his article “Despite New START, the U.S. and Russia Still Have Too Many Nuclear Weapons,” 
Washington Post, April 9, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/content/article/2010/04/09/AR2010040903260.html. 
7 While researching at Hoover, I was informed these interviews were going to be published, but to my 
knowledge this volume has never been produced.  
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Several documents from the Gorbachev Foundation, the National Security 

Archive, and the Katayev Collection at Hoover discuss post-Reykjavik Soviet positions 

and “untying the package” that Gorbachev so closely adhered to at the Geneva and 

Reykjavik meetings. Several Gorbachev Foundation documents from the period shortly 

after the decision to “untie the package” emphasize the importance for the Soviet Union 

to sign an arms control agreement with the United States and outline the rationale behind 

these decisions. Svetlana Savranskaya of the National Security Archive obtained a key 

document dealing with this issue from the Yakovlev collection at the State Archive of the 

Russian Federation (GARF), and it is included in NSA Electronic Briefing Book no. 238, 

The INF Treaty and the Washington Summit: 20 Years Later.8 The document provides 

helpful details about the perceived advantages for untying the arms control package. 

Gorbachev’s 2006 book, Understanding Perestroika, has a section devoted to this 

untying of the package and sheds more light on this decision.  

The National Security Archive has published several document collections, in the 

form of electronic briefing books, centered around each of the Gorbachev-Reagan 

summits, with key Russian and US documents on these meetings. Along with the summit 

briefing books, the National Security Archive has also published online the Diary of 

Anatoly Chernyaev, Gorbachev’s foreign policy aide, and a collection of documents from 

Aleksandr Yakovlev, a Politburo member and the main architect of perestroika. These 

briefing books provide an invaluable resource for this dissertation.9 Aside from these 

                                                 
8 When I was in Moscow in 2006, I tried to access this collection at GARF. It was “closed.” 
9 See Alexander Yakovlev and the Roots of Soviet Reforms, National Security Archive Electronic Briefing 
Book no. 168, October 26, 2005, http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB168/index.htm; The 
Diary of Anatoly Chernyaev: Former Top Soviet Adviser's Journal Chronicles Final Years of the Cold 
War, 1985, published in installments, National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Books no. 192, 220, 
250, 275, http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/; The INF Treaty and the Washington Summit: 20 
Years Later, National Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book No. 238, ed. Svetlana Savranskaya and 
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online sources, the National Security Archive’s End of the Cold War manuscript 

collection contains relevant meeting notes and documents from this period, collected 

from various Russian and American archives.  

A few recently published Russian document collections shed more light on the 

Soviet perspective. The book, V Politburo TsK KPSS: Po zapiciam Analotoliia 

Cherniaeva, Vadima Medvedeva, Georgiia Shakhnazarova (1985–1991) (In the Politburo 

of the CC of CPSU: Records of Anatoly Chernyaev, Vadim Medvedev and Georgii 

Shakhnazarov, 1985–1991), contain valuable Politburo meeting notes and records from 

1985–1991. Another publication, Aleksandr Yakovlev Perestroika: 1985–1991, reprints 

documents from Yakovlev’s collection. Although the focus of this collection is 

perestroika, some documents contain useful foreign policy information.  

Several academic conferences dealing with the Reagan-Gorbachev era and the 

end of the Cold War have occurred since the collapse of the Soviet Union. The document 

readers from these conferences, as well as the transcripts of conference sessions when 

available, contain a wealth of primary source material for the dissertation. The 

discussions among Soviet and US policymakers provide valuable insight and analysis of 

how Cold War events played out on both sides. Of particular interest for this dissertation 

are transcripts from the 1993 Princeton Conference on the End of the Cold War, 

published in book format as Witnesses to the End of the Cold War edited by William C. 

Wohlforth; the May 1998 Brown University conference document reader, Understanding 
                                                                                                                                                 
Thomas Blanton, trans. Svetlana Savranskaya, December 10, 2007, 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB238/index.htm; The Reykjavik File: Previously Secret 
Documents from U.S. and Soviet Archives on the 1986 Reagan-Gorbachev Summit, ed. Svetlana 
Savranskaya and Thomas Blanton, October 13, 2006, 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB203/index.htm; To the Geneva Summit: Perestroika 
and the Transformation of U.S.-Soviet Relations, ed. Svetlana Savranskaya and Tom Blanton, National 
Security Archive Electronic Briefing Book no. 172, November 22, 2005, 
http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB172/index.htm. 
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the End of the Cold War: Reagan/Gorbachev Years. An Oral History Conference; and the 

May 1999 Musgrove Conference document reader, The End of the Cold War in Europe, 

1989: ‘New Thinking’ and New Evidence.10  

While the focus of this dissertation is on Gorbachev and the Soviet perspective on 

arms control, to provide a more balanced analysis, I conducted archival research at the 

Ronald Reagan Presidential Library in Simi Valley, CA. While many collections at 

Reagan are open, numerous documents have been redacted, limiting the scope of what is 

available to researchers. Particularly useful for this dissertation was the Jack Matlock, Jr., 

Collection, containing seventy-five boxes of material from 1980 until he was appointed 

to serve as ambassador to the Soviet Union in early 1987. Matlock served at the embassy 

in Czechoslovakia until he was recalled to Washington in 1982 to serve on the National 

Security Council as head of the Soviet directorate. He was deeply involved in the 

planning and implementation of much of Reagan’s strategy toward the Soviet Union, 

particularly with the Geneva and Reykjavik Summits. While there are some gaps in the 

document collection, Matlock’s books dealing with this period help fill in some of these 

and are discussed in the literature review, later in this introduction. Along with Matlock’s 

vast collection, files of several other members of the administration contributed to this 

author’s broader understanding of Reagan’s policies and decision making when dealing 

with Gorbachev, the Soviet Union, and arms control, namely the collections of Robert E. 

                                                 
10 The Wohlforth book is widely available. The document readers for the Brown and Musgrove 
Conferences are available at the Gorbachev Foundation and National Security Archive. Although the 
transcripts from the Brown Conference are cited in many books and by some participants, I attempted to 
contact the complier and special collections at Brown, as well as several other sources, but was unable to 
obtain a copy of these transcripts. 
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Linhard, Nelson Ledsky, Dennis Ross, Michael Deaver, Donald Regan, Anthony Dolan, 

Stephen Danzansky.11  

 In addition to the primary source documents and published document collections, 

many monographs and articles have been written on the Reagan-Gorbachev era. 

However, no one has undertaken a serious, specific analysis of Gorbachev’s decision to 

decouple the Soviet arms control package or of how and why this occurred in February 

1987, so shortly after the Reykjavik Summit. The contribution of this dissertation is to fill 

this gap in the literature through an examination of Gorbachev’s decision to untie the 

package, how this represented a manifestation of the new political thinking, and how this 

was related to perestroika and his broader reform efforts.  

 The existing scholarly literature on these subjects can be grouped into three main 

themes. The first involves general literature dealing with Gorbachev and Soviet foreign 

policy and includes memoirs and Soviet government sources. The second addresses US-

Soviet arms control negotiations and summits during the 1980s. The last group deals with 

the Reagan administration, the history of the Strategic Defense Initiative, and Reagan’s 

stance toward the Soviet Union. This group also includes memoirs and sources from 

those within the Reagan administration.   

Most of the literature dealing directly with SDI is written from the US perspective 

and in relation to the Reagan administration. These books are useful in tracing the origins 

of SDI and the reactions of those within the US military, political, and scientific 

communities to this program. Most authors discuss how US policymakers perceived 

                                                 
11 Linhard worked in the Defense Programs and Arms Control Directorate, NSC; Ledsky worked in the 
European and Soviet Affairs Directorate, NSC: Ross worked in the Near East and Asian Affairs 
Directorate, NSC: Dolan worked as Special Assistant to the President and Chief Speechwriter; Danzansky 
worked in International Economic Affairs Directorate, NSC.  
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Soviet reactions, but they rarely confront Soviet perspectives directly or their reactions to 

SDI or the effect this program had on the Soviet leadership and arms control negotiations.  

While there are many books about the Gorbachev era, his foreign policy, and the 

collapse of the Soviet Union, there are only a few books specifically dealing with the 

Soviet side of arms control issues. Because access to Soviet primary source materials was 

limited until the collapse of the USSR, this gap in the literature is understandable. 

However, during the past two decades more Soviet documentation from the period has 

become accessible to researchers. The goal of the dissertation is to fill this void in the 

literature through the analysis of the now-available documentation from the Russian 

archives, the Gorbachev Foundation, and various archives in the United States.  

Perhaps the best overall examination of the Gorbachev era is Archie Brown’s The 

Gorbachev Factor. This book has an excellent chapter on Gorbachev and his foreign 

policy, analyzing how Gorbachev’s new thinking, and the new leadership Gorbachev 

installed in the foreign ministry and international department, played vital roles in 

reshaping Soviet policies and relations with the West. Most important for this dissertation 

are Brown’s overall study of Soviet-American relations during this period and his 

explanation of how Gorbachev worked to improve relations between the two countries. In 

conjunction with The Gorbachev Factor, Brown’s other book, Seven Years that Changed 

the World: Perestroika in Perspective, is a collection of essays and lectures that evaluates 

perestroika and the end of the Cold War from a later vantage point.12 

Andrei Grachev in his book, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the 

End of the Cold War, presents a sharp analysis of Gorbachev’s policies and the inner 

                                                 
12 Archie Brown, The Gorbachev Factor (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996); Archie Brown, Seven 
Years that Changed the World: Perestroika in Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007). 
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workings of Gorbachev’s entourage, with a focus on the new political thinking and how 

Gorbachev transformed Soviet foreign policy.13 Grachev, who worked as an advisor to 

Gorbachev and was able to interview numerous Soviet officials and policymakers, 

including Gorbachev, for this book, examines how and why Gorbachev became a new 

and different type of Soviet leader, willing to take certain “gambles” to improve the 

Soviet state. Grachev provides a detailed explanation of the challenges Gorbachev had 

with the military-industrial complex and how arms control decisions were made during 

this period, clearly demonstrating the power and political capital that Gorbachev had 

garnered by the time of the Reykjavik Summit. Grachev’s excellent analysis of individual 

Soviet decision makers shows the impact of Gorbachev’s new political thinking on Soviet 

foreign policy.  

In Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals and the End of the 

Cold War, Robert English expands on Brown and Grachev’s points about new thinking 

and the changes that occurred with Gorbachev’s ascension to the post of general 

secretary.14 English argues that the roots of the new thinking had existed within the 

Soviet intellectual community for many years, but only with Gorbachev’s rise to power 

could intellectuals propose policy shifts and openly discuss new and different approaches 

to foreign and domestic policies. The tenets of the new thinking had been under the 

surface for some time, but it took new leadership with a new vision for it to emerge.  

English, along with Matthew Evangelista and others, argue that economic 

necessity alone did not force Gorbachev to initiate reform. Instead, these scholars argue 

                                                 
13 Andrei Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 2008). 
14 Robert English, Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals, and the End of the Cold War 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2000). 
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that the ideas and the intellectual trends of the new advisors around Gorbachev, which 

became known as the new thinking, made Gorbachev want to develop better relations 

with the West and end the arms race with the United States. The new thinking plays a 

crucial role because it explains Gorbachev’s shift in thinking and how this shift fostered 

changes and new ideas regarding arms control and dealing with Reagan and the United 

States. This dissertation will examine how the new thinking was related to Gorbachev’s 

reform efforts and his evolving foreign policy. As English and Evangelista both 

demonstrate, while economic benefits were important to improve the Soviet state, it was 

the deep-rooted, intellectual strands of new thinking that led to these dramatic changes in 

the Soviet Union and allowed the new leadership to change course.  

The counter to English’s argument is put forth by William C. Wohlforth and 

Stephen G. Brooks in their article, “Economic Constraints and the Turn towards 

Superpower Cooperation in the 1980s,” in The Last Decade of the Cold War: From 

Conflict Escalation to Conflict Transformation. The authors use this period in Soviet 

history as a case study for “identity change,” asserting that “changing economic 

incentives can contribute to identity change.”15 They argue that economic issues were the 

primary concern of Gorbachev and that the new thinking allowed him to initiate reforms 

to improve the domestic situation. Crippling economic problems and the need to reduce 

the growing technology gap between the Soviet Union and the rest of the world, coupled 

with the influence of the new thinking, moved Gorbachev toward greater accommodation 

with the West. In the sphere of foreign policy, Wohlforth and Brooks contend that 

“existing policies of maintaining the Cold War status quo demanded increased 

                                                 
15 William C. Wohlforth and Stephen G. Brooks, “Economic Constraints and the Turn towards Superpower 
Cooperation in the 1980s,” in The Last Decade of the Cold War: From Conflict Escalation to Conflict 
Transformation, ed. Olav Njolstad (Frank Cass: London, 2004), 83–84. 
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expenditures, which increased the imperial burden as a share of the economy. A more 

vigorous prosecution of the Cold War rivalry was unlikely to relieve the economic 

burdens.… As a result, a general strategy of reducing Cold War tensions and scaling back 

the imperial burdens on the Soviet economy gained numerous adherents in the Soviet 

ruling echelons.”16 Gorbachev sought arms control agreements with the United States and 

greater cooperation with Europe to improve the overextended Soviet economic situation. 

The authors argue that this economic need forced the “identity change” that occurred in 

the Soviet Union in the mid- to late 1980s. 

In Matthew Evangelista’s chapter in the same volume, he claims that “material 

factors—particularly military and economic—associated with realist theories of 

international relations,” as argued by Wohlforth and Brooks, do “provide a general 

context for understanding what happened.” However, for Evangelista, “to understand the 

sources and nature of Soviet policy initiatives… we must look to the ideas promoted by 

the Soviet reformers and their transnational allies and the general worldviews and values 

of Soviet leaders.”17 In other words, although economic issues were important, it was 

actually new thinking that directed Gorbachev and the new Soviet leadership to change 

the course of the Soviet Union. While economic motivations and security concerns 

played a role in Gorbachev’s arms control and decision making during this period, this 

dissertation, along the lines of Evangelista’s argument, will demonstrate that the 

evolution of Gorbachev’s new political thinking and his resolution to change how the 

Soviet Union was perceived by the West allowed Soviet foreign policy to move in a new 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 107. 
17 Matthew Evangelista, “Explaining the End of the Cold War: Turning Points in Soviet Security Policy,” in 
The Last Decade of the Cold War: From Conflict Escalation to Conflict Transformation, ed. Olav Njolstad 
(Frank Cass: London, 2004), 119. 
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direction. Without this new political thinking it seems doubtful that such a dramatic shift 

could have occurred.  

Archie Brown directly counters the popular triumphalist argument that Reagan, 

SDI, and military buildup in the United States caused the end of the Cold War. As Brown 

argues, Gorbachev recognized the need for dramatic internal changes in the USSR, and 

the best way he understood to facilitate these changes was to improve relations with the 

West—thus lessening the tensions that had been mounting during the first Reagan 

administration and allowing for changes in Soviet military posture that in turn help the 

Soviet economic situation.18 According to Brown, “the likely spin-offs from SDI and the 

additional burdens this would impose on the Soviet economy did indeed represent 

additional reasons for seeking not only arms control agreements but also a dramatic 

improvement in the climate of Soviet-American relations. The Gorbachev factor was, 

however, much more decisive than the Reagan factor.”19  

Building on the arguments of Brown and English, this dissertation examines the 

crucial role Gorbachev and the new thinking played in initiating changes within the 

Soviet leadership and in relations with Reagan and the United States. Brown asserts that 

Reagan’s harsh policies during his first administration did nothing to change Soviet 

policy in relation to the United States. The Reagan administration’s military buildup only 

increased tensions between the United States and Soviet Union. Brown argues that 

Gorbachev’s recognition of the need for change was really what started the shift toward 

improving relations with the United States and the West. Brown writes, “It was 

Gorbachev’s different outlook and his encouragement of fresh thinking that produced the 

                                                 
18 Archie Brown, The Gorbachev Factor (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 227. 
19 Ibid. 
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innovative Soviet foreign policy,” and there is no reason to conclude that previous Soviet 

leaders like Yuri Andropov or Konstantin Chernenko would have undertaken any of the 

changes sought by Gorbachev and his advisors.20  

In For the Soul of Mankind: The United States, the Soviet Union, and the Cold 

War, historian Melvyn Leffler examines the convergence of Reagan and Gorbachev in 

their respective positions of power, with their similar goals for a nuclear-free world, that 

led these leaders to focus on common interests and cooperation, rather than on the 

differences in their positions. Leffler’s book gives equal attention to the agency of both 

Reagan and Gorbachev and examines how these leaders took the necessary steps to 

develop a collaborative relationship. Leffler gives credit to Gorbachev and his new 

thinking for ending the Cold War. According to Leffler, “It was Gorbachev who ended 

the Cold War. Among all the leaders we have examined, it was his thinking that shifted 

most fundamentally.”21 Leffler is clearly on the opposite end of the spectrum from the 

triumphalists. Although he credits Gorbachev with ending the Cold War, for Leffler, this 

would not have been possible had Reagan not also been a willing partner in negotiations. 

Thus, Leffler’s book presents a balanced assessment of the contributions of both 

Gorbachev and Reagan in ending the Cold War.  

In the introduction to a collection of articles in Cold War Triumphalism: The 

Misuse of History after the Fall of Communism, Ellen Schrecker succinctly describes the 

triumphalist tendencies of conservatives in the United States and many who worked 

within the Reagan administration. According to Schrecker, the triumphalist argument 

emphasizes “the strategic resourcefulness of the American government, the technological 

                                                 
20 Ibid., 230. 
21 Melvyn Leffler, For the Soul of Mankind (New York: Hill and Wang, 2007), 448.  
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dynamism of the American economy, and the moral and cultural superiority of the 

American system that simply (but peacefully) overwhelmed the backward tyrants of 

Moscow.”22 She faults this argument for “distorting the recent past” by focusing on 

America’s role and by leaving out the Soviet bloc entirely, as if it were America’s destiny 

to “win” the Cold War. Each article in the book seeks to address a particular aspect of 

triumphalism and to correct, as Schrecker calls it, the “distortion” of recent history. 

Schrecker also argues that the distorted belief in American triumphalism in ending the 

Cold War, prevalent in the some political circles in United States today, are a pervasive 

influence in the recent foreign policy of the United States.  

While the triumphalist arguments present in works such as Peter Schweizer’s 

Victory: The Reagan Administration's Secret Strategy That Hastened the Collapse of the 

Soviet Union, in Robert McFarlane’s Special Trust, and in other articles and interviews, 

give all the credit for ending the Cold War to Reagan and his policies, Schrecker’s 

analysis seems to represent the other extreme by completely discounting Reagan’s 

influence on events.23 In the light of the evidence examined for this dissertation, Brown’s 

analysis is the most sensible assessment because it shows how Gorbachev’s reforms were 

the more definitive factor but still considers how Gorbachev reacted to Reagan’s policies 

in the sphere of foreign relations. Leffler also clearly addresses this connection. It is 

apparent that the convergence of Reagan and Gorbachev on the international stage—at a 

time when Reagan, influenced by his Secretary of State George Shultz and National 

Security Advisor Jack Matlock, decided work with the Soviets and Gorbachev, who 

                                                 
22 Ellen Schrecker, “Introduction,” in Cold War Triumphalism: The Misuse of History after the Fall of 
Communism, ed. Ellen Schrecker (New Press: New York, 2004), 2.  
23 Robert C. McFarlane, Special Trust, with Zofia Smardz (New York: Cadell & Davies, 1994); 
Peter Schweizer, Victory: The Reagan Administration’s Secret Strategy that Hastened the Collapse of the 
Soviet Union (New York: Atlantic Monthly, 1994).  
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realized he needed cooperation with the United States to advance the new thinking—was 

a fortuitous moment that changed the course of the Cold War.  

 Jack Matlock and James Mann both address the common misconception that there 

were clear “winners” and “losers” in the Cold War in their recent works. Matlock’s book, 

Superpower Illusions: How Myths and False Ideologies Led America Astray—And How 

to Return to Reality, attempts to de-bunk three commonly held misconceptions about 

Reagan and Gorbachev and the end of the Cold War.24 For Matlock, the Cold War did not 

end with the collapse of the Soviet Union but well before—when Gorbachev and Reagan 

were finally able to reach arms control agreements and forge a new Soviet-American 

relationship. The second and third myths are related: that pressure from the Reagan 

administration through programs like SDI and military buildup, led to the Soviet collapse 

and that “military and economic pressure destroyed communist rule in the USSR.” In 

contrast, Matlock argues that internal contradictions in the Soviet system, coupled with 

the efforts of Gorbachev to reform the Soviet state, led to its imminent demise.  

 According to Matlock, “The Cold War ended peacefully, by negotiation, on terms 

that were in the interest of a reforming Soviet Union. President Reagan had defined the 

terms of settlement on the basis of common interests. In time, Gorbachev accepted his 

agenda, since it was in the Soviet interest.” For Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev both had 

a hand in ending the Cold War, but Gorbachev’s actions, not Reagan’s policies, caused 

the collapse of the Soviet system. Once Gorbachev was able to push for arms control with 

the United States, the game changed, and now the two superpowers were working toward 

                                                 
24 Jack F. Matlock, Jr., Superpower Illusions: How Myths about the Cold War's End Have Poisoned U.S.-
Russian Relations (New Haven, CT: Yale Press, 2010). See also a discussion of Matlock’s book at a 
Woodrow Wilson Center event in Washington, DC, at 
http://www.wilsoncenter.org/ondemand/index.cfm?fuseaction=home.play&mediaid=9145C5CD-09D7-
780F-92F778BD25B42872.  
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cooperation instead of confrontation in ways that served the interests of both countries. 

With the end of the arms race, Gorbachev was finally able “to concentrate on reform at 

home, which in turn led to his ending the Communist Party’s monopoly of power, using 

contested elections as a major tool.”25 

 In The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan: A History of the End of the Cold War, James 

Mann addresses some of the same issues raised by Matlock. One of the most important 

and perhaps overlooked points that Mann clearly makes is that “Reagan’s willingness to 

do business with Gorbachev gave the Soviet leader the time and space he needed to 

demolish the Soviet system. The president and secretary of state gave Gorbachev the 

clear though questionable message that if he reformed the economy, if he managed to 

integrate the Soviet system into a rapidly globalizing world, then that system might 

survive.” Mann summarizes that “Gorbachev unintentionally destroyed the Soviet 

system. Reagan gave him the help he needed to do it.”26 

 While Mann focuses on Reagan and his role in ending the Cold War, he makes 

some judgments on Gorbachev and the Soviet side. Mann argues that Reagan’s ability to 

see Gorbachev as a different kind of Soviet leader, when many in Washington refused to 

believe in Gorbachev’s sincerity and commitment to reform, allowed Reagan to pursue 

arms reduction policies that helped Gorbachev further his internal reforms. Through 

personal contacts with Gorbachev at their summits, Reagan was able to “take the measure 

of the man” and to pursue more cooperation and accommodation with the Soviet leader 

on arms reductions. Of course, they did not agree on all issues, and SDI remained 

                                                 
25 Jack Matlock, Jr., “How Myths about the Soviet Union’s Collapse Muddle U.S. Foreign Policy,” 
Washington Post, April 2010, http://voices.washingtonpost.com/political-
bookworm/2010/04/how_myths_about_the_soviet_uni.html. 
26 Mann, The Rebellion of Ronald Reagan, 251.  
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contentious. However, Mann argues that SDI was only important if the Soviets had to 

“compete against or try to match” SDI, which he states and which will be argued in this 

dissertation, was “debatable.”27 

Gorbachev and Reagan both publicly discussed the problems nuclear weapons 

presented for the world and their common desire to see a world without nuclear weapons. 

This “nuclear abolitionism” is apparent in speeches, documentary sources, and writings 

from both leaders, but the ability of either Gorbachev or Reagan alone to achieve this 

lofty goal is under debate. Would the military establishments in the United States and 

Soviet Union have allowed their leaders to bargain away their nuclear weapons? It was a 

principled position for each leader to take, but it meant daring to change the system of 

nuclear deterrence that had existed since the emergence of the Cold War and daring to 

confront the military establishment of each state.  

Numerous authors have discussed the inherent paradox of Reagan’s goal to rid the 

world of nuclear weapons while developing SDI, a new defensive weapons program. 

Gorbachev’s desire to end the arms race is usually discussed in relation to his changes to 

Soviet foreign policy and the connected need to decrease military spending in order to 

promote domestic economic growth. Understanding the stances of Reagan and 

Gorbachev on the threat of nuclear weapons for the world, how this related to arms 

control negotiations, and the problems they faced in their shared desire to limit the 

number of nuclear weapons in the world is vital for this dissertation. 

Paul Lettow, in Ronald Reagan and His Quest to Abolish Nuclear Weapons, 

traces the origins of Reagan’s nuclear abolitionism, examines how and why SDI evolved, 

and connects Reagan’s desire for a nuclear-free world to his unwavering refusal to 
                                                 
27 Ibid., 250.  
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negotiate on any part of SDI. He maintains that some in the administration, such as 

Secretary of State George Shultz, National Security Advisor Robert McFarlane, and arms 

control negotiator Paul Nitze, believed SDI development should be traded off for deeper 

cuts in offensive weapons, while others, such as Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger 

and his assistant Richard Perle, wanted full development of the system to increase 

deterrence.28 Lettow forcefully argues that, for Reagan, SDI was not merely a political 

tactic; SDI was a program that Reagan deeply believed in as a means to eliminate 

offensive nuclear weapons from the world. According to Lettow, “Reagan resolutely 

adhered to pursuing his particular vision of SDI, which constrained what his advisers 

could do by way of shaping and using the initiative to achieve their goals for it.” More 

specifically, Reagan understood that SDI was a means to “bring the Soviets to the 

negotiating table,” but “he refused to allow it to be traded away as a bargaining chip.”29  

 Lettow contends that during Reagan’s second term “SDI constituted a unique and 

powerful strategic tool in pursuing the administration’s policy aims with respect to the 

Soviet Union.”30 Many officials in the Reagan administration believed that “Soviet fears 

of SDI were a principle factor driving the Soviets’ increasing willingness to negotiate 

deep cuts in offensive nuclear forces” and that Soviet concerns over SDI influenced the 

policy changes and initiatives of Gorbachev.31 In the end, as this dissertation will argue, 

SDI was not the determining factor that pushed Gorbachev into making an INF 

agreement or vast cuts in offensive forces. Gorbachev was able to negotiate arms 

reduction agreements with the United States regardless of SDI, not because of it.  

                                                 
28 Paul Lettow, Ronald Reagan and His Quest to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (Random House: New York, 
2005), 245. 
29 Ibid., 245–46. 
30 Ibid.  
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Evangelista, in the same article discussed earlier, writes of Gorbachev’s 

abhorrence for nuclear weapons in his discussion of SDI. He argues that Gorbachev’s 

commitment to nuclear disarmament emerged while a student at Moscow University 

when he met then-Prime Minister of India Jawarharlal Nehru. Evangelista also argues 

that Gorbachev’s commitment was “reinforced by his contacts with prominent Western 

supporters of disarmament such as Olof Palme of Sweden and West Germany’s Willy 

Brandt and Egon Bahr” and others in the Soviet and international scientific communities 

who promoted disarmament. According to Evangelista, “the transnational diffusion of 

ideas and the politics of transnational coalitions played a key role in Gorbachev’s 

approach to nuclear disarmament and SDI.”32 

Evangelista’s argument regarding Gorbachev’s approach to SDI is worth 

discussing here at length because it is in complete opposition to the arguments presented 

by Lettow and those that SDI had some bearing on Gorbachev’s foreign policy changes. 

In his discussion of SDI, Evangelista argues that Gorbachev, influenced by the 

international anti-nuclear movement, realized that his best hope for achieving his goals to 

reduce offensive nuclear weapons would be to simply ignore SDI and reach agreements 

with the United States. In reducing both US and Soviet offensive arsenals, Gorbachev 

would make SDI irrelevant, and support for the program would diminish. As this 

dissertation will show, because of various factors influencing his decision making, it took 

some time for Gorbachev to accept this and begin working in this direction.  

Evangelista recounts a speech by President of the American Federation of 

Scientists Jeremy Stone at a conference in Moscow in April 1985. Stone argued that the 
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Soviet solution to “Star Wars” should be to “turn it around on the US.” According to 

Evangelista, “If both sides go ahead with disarmament, there can be no Star Wars. 

Disarmament in and of itself might be the answer to Star Wars. With offensive reductions 

underway, there would be no political support for Star Wars [in the United States]. On 

the other hand, if there are no offensive reductions in prospect, there will be all the more 

support for Star Wars.”33 Evangelista believes that “Stone and his colleagues worked 

with [Yevgeny] Velikhov, [Andrei] Sakharov, and other prominent Soviet scientists and 

officials to bring Gorbachev around to this position.”34 He continues: 

Thus, the major strategic nuclear disarmament agreement that contributed to the 
end of  the Cold War was not a response to Star Wars, as Robert McFarlane and 
others would have it. It was, rather, a goal the Soviet reformers pursued despite 
Star Wars. Their successful achievement of the START treaty, which entailed 
deep reductions in both sides’ arsenals, then undermined the SDI programme to 
such an extent that the prospect of a US ‘space shield’ faded into irrelevance.35  

 

While it is true that Gorbachev was influenced by the international disarmament 

movement and that he often spoke publicly and privately of his abhorrence of nuclear 

weapons and of SDI, Evangelista’s argument only examines one piece of this puzzle. 

Although Gorbachev dropped the linkage with SDI as a condition to negotiating the INF 

Treaty, he remained vehemently opposed to the research and development of missile 

defense systems by the United States. Evangelista’s argument only takes into account the 

ideological precepts for Gorbachev ignoring SDI and does not factor in economic issues 

or other incentives for making arms control agreements with the United States. These 

debates are discussed in greater detail in Chapters Five and Six of this dissertation. 
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From the Soviet side, the key memoirs most important for this project are 

Gorbachev’s Memoirs; Anatoly Chernyaev’s book, My Six Years With Gorbachev; Soviet 

Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze’s account, The Future Belongs to Freedom; 

Gorbachev’s interpreter Pavel Palazchenko’s book, My Years With Gorbachev and 

Shevardnadze: The Memoir of a Soviet Interpreter; and Soviet Ambassador to the United 

States Anatoly Dobrynin’s book, In Confidence: Moscow’s Ambassador to America’s Six 

Cold War Presidents.36 Each of these accounts provides an insider’s perspective of the 

inner workings of the Soviet system. Chernyaev’s book, along with his diary entries and 

other primary source documents, give a detailed account of Politburo meetings during 

crucial decisions about arms control issues, SDI, summit meetings, US-Soviet relations, 

and a host of related issues. These sources give invaluable insight into what Gorbachev 

and his advisors were trying to achieve with changes in Soviet foreign policy.  

Of course, Gorbachev’s memoir, along with the myriad other books he has 

written, presents his firsthand analysis and remembrances of the events in which he 

played a vital role. Shevardnadze’s memoir does not go into great detail in many areas 

but does offer some useful analysis of his goals in the Foreign Ministry. Dobrynin’s 

account presents an interesting perspective of a Soviet official who was in Washington 

for Reagan’s first term and then was recalled to Moscow shortly after Gorbachev took 

power.  
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Taken in conjunction, all these books enable the researcher to peer into the minds 

of those who were attempting to make great changes in the Soviet Union and give us a 

better understanding of what they were trying to achieve and why. Not surprisingly, these 

books mostly contain positive endorsements of the Gorbachev era and the policies he 

undertook. Yet, there were some in his government who disagreed with Gorbachev’s 

reforms, and these dissenting views must also be taken into account. Chernyaev’s 

accurate Politburo notes thoroughly cover dissenting views within the leadership.  

For this dissertation, the most useful book on the Soviet perspective of the arms 

race is The Big Five: Arms Control Decision Making in the Soviet Union. Written by 

General Nikolai Detinov and Dr. Aleksandr Savel’yev, both participants in Soviet-

American arms negotiations, this book presents the viewpoint of insiders in the Soviet 

decision-making processes. Their perspectives contain unparalleled information about 

how the Soviet leadership debated and formed policies regarding arms control, strategic 

weapons, arms reductions, and the like. This source is invaluable for peering into the all 

too closed and secret Soviet hierarchy of decision making.  

David Hoffman and Richard Rhodes both analyze in detail the arms race between 

the United States and Soviet Union during the Reagan-Gorbachev era, a subject much 

broader than the scope of this dissertation. In The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the 

Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous Legacy, Hoffman gives an excellent, detailed 

analysis of the secrets and problems within the military-industrial complex of the Soviet 

Union and of how Soviet fears of US capabilities led to direct competition with the 

United States and an escalating, out-of-control arms race.37 His book addresses several 
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themes, such as chemical and biological weapons programs, not covered in this 

dissertation. While Hoffman credits Gorbachev and Reagan for pressing forward with 

arms reductions and gives accounts of their summits, his book only briefly mentions 

Gorbachev’s decision to decouple the Soviet arms control package after Reykjavik. 

Similar to Hoffman’s story, Richard Rhodes’ Arsenals of Folly: The Making of the 

Nuclear Arms Race traces the history of the arms race between the United States and 

Soviet Union with a parallel analysis of Reagan and Gorbachev.38 His broad argument is 

that the arms race was a huge waste of energy, resources, and manpower for both the 

United States and the Soviet Union, and he shows the “folly” of the efforts of both sides 

to maintain nuclear parity. Looking at the Geneva, Reykjavik, Washington, and Moscow 

meetings, Rhodes presents the story of these two leaders and their advisors and shows 

how the goals of the leaders and their advisors were sometimes at odds. Again, like 

Hoffman, Rhodes briefly mentions Gorbachev’s policy shift with the February 1987 

decision to decouple but does not provide a detailed analysis or explanation for the 

untying of the Soviet package. Perhaps in both cases, because of the sheer breadth of 

subject matter covered by these authors, this decision does not receive adequate attention. 

A main goal of this dissertation is to redress this imbalance in the literature.  

As with the Soviet side, many of the principals within the Reagan administration, 

such as Reagan, Shultz, Weinberger, Matlock, McFarlane, and others, also produced 

memoirs recounting their efforts and goals during this period. In addition, several 

journalists have written about this period. Secondary literature on the administration 

tends to follow one of two paths: those who admired Reagan and believed that his 

achievements made the United States stronger and ended the Cold War and those who 
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portray Reagan as a detached, uninterested leader who fumbled his way through eight 

years in the White House. The latter camp believes that Reagan did not personally make 

all the pertinent policy decisions and also that his policies had no bearing on the collapse 

of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War. It is difficult to find a neutral, unbiased 

account of the Reagan administration, as these two schools seem to be fairly established 

in their interpretations of Reagan. However, reading these different accounts with 

potential bias in mind allows one to develop a clearer understanding of the events that 

occurred in the Reagan administration, how policy toward the Soviet Union evolved 

during his administration, and how SDI came into being and affected his relations with 

Gorbachev. 

As with all memoirs, the authors’ accounts need to be corroborated by other 

evidence to substantiate their claims. Still these memoirs provide insight into the inner 

workings of the Reagan administration and the differing goals of the Shultz and 

Weinberger camps in relation to dealing with the Soviet Union. Some of the works 

address critics of the administration and attempt to explain how and why some pertinent 

policy decisions were made. 

In his memoir, An American Life, Reagan shares his thoughts about relations with 

the Soviet Union, Gorbachev, and nuclear weapons.39 Reagan openly discusses his anti-

communist sentiments and recounts their origins. He also addresses his beliefs about 

nuclear abolitionism and the problem of nuclear weapons for the world. He does not go 

into great detail about summit meetings with Gorbachev, but his analysis of these events 

provides for a deeper understanding of the administration’s goals.  
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In Turmoil and Triumph: My Years as Secretary of State, George Shultz, 

Reagan’s secretary of state from 1983 until 1988, presents the most thorough account of 

the day-to-day workings of the State Department and the administration.40 His book is 

extraordinarily detailed; he was able to rely on copious amounts of documents while 

writing. His analysis of the summit meetings in Geneva and Reykjavik meshes well with 

the accounts given by Gorbachev, Palazchenko, and other Russian sources. I have found 

very little, if anything, that Shultz fails to discuss about issues with the Soviet Union, 

arms control negotiations, and SDI. His coverage is meticulous. But, the reader needs to 

remember that it is written from one perspective, even if it is a very useful accounting of 

the events of this period.  

Jack Matlock served within the Reagan administration as an advisor on the 

National Security Council from the fall of 1983 to 1986 and then as the US ambassador 

to the Soviet Union from 1987 to 1991. Matlock’s books, Autopsy on an Empire: The 

American Ambassador's Account of the Collapse of the Soviet Union and Reagan and 

Gorbachev: How the Cold War Ended, as well as Superpower Illusions, also was 

discussed earlier, are extremely useful for this dissertation. Autopsy on an Empire traces 

the roots of the Soviet Union’s problems and shows how the empire ultimately crumbled 

under its own weight. His other work, Reagan and Gorbachev: How the Cold War 

Ended, is a memoir of his years serving as an advisor on Soviet affairs to Reagan and 

then as ambassador to the Soviet Union.41 Matlock, like Shultz, gives the reader insight 

into how Reagan and the United States wanted to deal with the Soviet Union and how 
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this changed once Gorbachev came into power. Matlock thoroughly discusses the events 

of the Geneva and Reykjavik Summits and provides an excellent analysis of how this 

affected US relations with the Soviets.  

Both Shultz and Matlock believed that greater accommodation with the Soviets 

was good for the United States, unlike Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger, who 

always seemed to argue that the Soviets could never be trusted. He was one of the main 

proponents of SDI and pushed the military buildup that Reagan undertook upon coming 

into office. Weinberger’s memoir, Fighting for Peace: Seven Critical Years in the 

Pentagon, shares his side of the battles against Shultz within the administration.42  

Don Oberdorfer, who was a Washington Post journalist covering Soviet-

American relations in the 1980s, wrote The Turn: From the Cold War to a New Era: The 

United States and the Soviet Union 1983–1990, an outsider’s perspective of the events.43 

He wrote this book from 1988–1991 and interviewed many members of the Reagan 

administration and Soviet leadership for source material. Oberdorfer’s main goal with 

this book was to trace the steps that caused “the turn” in US-Soviet relations in the 1980s. 

His papers and these interviews, which are available at Princeton University, provide a 

very rich resource for a deeper understanding of the respective positions of the United 

States and Soviet Union during this period.  

Frances Fitzgerald’s Way Out There in the Blue: Reagan, Star Wars, and the End 

of the Cold War carefully traces each step of the Reagan administration’s policies 
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regarding SDI, arms control negotiations, and relations with the Soviet Union.44 Her main 

goal is to examine the evolution of SDI, the interplay within the administration about 

nuclear weapons and SDI, and the ultimate consequences SDI had for US-Soviet 

relations. She analyzes the problems and contradictions of Reagan and how this evolved 

during his years as president. Her main argument is that neither Reagan nor his policy 

advisors had a clear plan from the start about how to deal with the Soviets and arms 

control issues. She argues that Reagan especially seemed to “fly by the seat of his pants” 

with regard to decision making and policies that were vital to the security of the United 

States and its allies. Her account highlights Reagan’s inability at times to deal with the 

specific and detailed issues with SDI and arms control but does emphasize his ability to 

see the big picture and long-range goals. At first glance this book seems to portray 

Reagan in a negative light, but upon closer reading, Fitzgerald’s criticism is tempered by 

her compelling analysis of the paradoxes in Reagan’s behavior.  

Fitzgerald’s book is meticulously written, and the level of detail that she provides 

for the reader is unsurpassed. She draws from numerous sources, mostly using 

interviews, memoirs, and newspaper articles, as well as some documents from the 

administration. She tends to rely heavily on interviews she conducted and secondary 

source materials, instead of utilizing the primary source documents from the 

administration, arms control negotiations, and summit meetings that are readily available. 

A good example is her failure to use the transcripts of the Reykjavik summit meetings, 

which were released in 1994, in her chapter covering the summit and its aftermath. Why 

such an available and valuable source was ignored seems strange in such a detailed 
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analysis. Otherwise, this book presents a vital, sharp examination of SDI and the Reagan 

administration. 

By utilizing newly available primary source materials and published document 

collections, in conjunction with memoirs and other resources, this dissertation 

investigates Gorbachev’s decision to decouple the Soviet arms control package in 

February 1987, demonstrating that Gorbachev was able to dispel the Soviet complex 

about SDI and move toward greater security and arms control for the Soviet Union. This 

dissertation fills in this missing piece of the puzzle in Gorbachev’s story through an 

examination of the evolution of Gorbachev’s thinking and the events and people that 

influenced his decision making from March 1985 to December 1987.  

To fully understand the events of 1985–1987, and the evolving relationship 

between Reagan and Gorbachev, SDI and arms control negotiations, some background on 

the positions of Reagan and Gorbachev and on US-Soviet relations is necessary. This 

foundation is provided in the first three chapters of this dissertation. Chapter One, entitled 

“Tensions Mount: Reagan, the Evil Empire, and the Announcement of SDI,” gives 

background on US-Soviet relations during the early Reagan era, before Gorbachev came 

to power in March 1985. This chapter examines President Reagan and his policies toward 

the Soviet Union, his positions on arms control and nuclear weapons, and the 

conceptualization and evolution of the Strategic Defense Initiative. Chapter One 

addresses the initial Soviet reactions and criticisms of the program and how the program 

might alter the strategic nuclear balance. This chapter also describes the US deployment 

of the “Euromissiles” in late 1983 and the subsequent Soviet walkout from arms control 

talks in Geneva and how these events heightened tensions in the relationship. 
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Chapter Two, “The Beginning of a New Era: Gorbachev, the New Thinking, and 

the Geneva Summit,” describes Gorbachev and his goals when he became general 

secretary of the Soviet Union in March 1985. His efforts to change long-standing Soviet 

positions, moving toward greater cooperation and away from confrontation with the 

West, demonstrated his ability to work toward new aims even in the face of great 

resistance. This was the basic precept of what came to be known as Gorbachev’s new 

political thinking, as he shed the Cold War paradigm and worked with Reagan and the 

West to make arms reduction a reality. This chapter traces the evolution of the new 

political thinking and the connection among his internal reform efforts, foreign policy, 

and improving relations with the West; his initial stance on arms control, SDI, and 

dealing with the Reagan administration; and the decision for Gorbachev and Reagan to 

meet at the Geneva Summit in November 1985, and a brief analysis of this first summit.  

After meeting with Reagan in Geneva, Gorbachev was able to reassess his stance 

on arms control and to better understand the positions of the US president on SDI and 

reducing nuclear weapons. Chapter Three, “From Geneva toward a Nuclear-Free World, 

the Chernobyl Catastrophe, and Promoting the New Political Thinking: January to 

September 1986,” examines the period immediately following Geneva, from 

Gorbachev’s January 1986 bold peace initiative for a nuclear-free world by the year 2000 

to the Reykjavik Summit in October 1986. An analysis of the events of this period, the 

impact of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster on Gorbachev’s thinking and policies, his 

shifting stance on SDI, and the dramatic plans for Reykjavik, demonstrate the coalescing 

of Gorbachev’s new thinking and his attempts to move forward with arms control.  
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 Chapter Four, “Reykjavik,” covers the planning on the Soviet and US sides for 

this somewhat impromptu meeting between Gorbachev and Reagan in October 1986, as 

well as the remarkable events that unfolded during their two days of discussions. Through 

an analysis of planning documents and directives from the Katayev Collection at the 

Hoover Archives, this chapter traces Gorbachev’s preparations for Reykjavik, 

demonstrating how he was able to shift Soviet positions and make the dramatic, sweeping 

arms control proposals that he presented to Reagan at this summit.  

The events of the Reykjavik Summit have been covered in numerous accounts by 

various participants and authors.45 This chapter will not provide a full analysis of the 

meetings but instead summarizes the main points of contention relating to Gorbachev’s 

concessions and Reagan’s adherence to SDI and demonstrates how the summit came to 

an impasse. Understanding the events of Reykjavik and how they influenced Gorbachev’s 

thinking until he decided to decouple the Soviet arms control package in February 1987 is 

a vital component of this dissertation. Gorbachev’s refusal to take a negative tone at the 

press conference at the close of the summit demonstrated his hope that the discussions at 

Reykjavik would be a stepping stone toward arms reductions. With the advantage of 

hindsight, many participants in the meetings, Reagan and Gorbachev included, came to 

view Reykjavik as a turning point toward ending the Cold War.  

Through an analysis of the Politburo meeting notes following Reykjavik from 

mid-October until December 1986, Chapter Five, “The Aftermath of Reykjavik: The 

‘Linkage Is as Necessary as the Air’” shows that Gorbachev and rest of the Soviet 
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leadership firmly believed that their package approach had been necessary, practical, and 

appropriate. Many within the leadership expressed utter disbelief that Reagan was 

unwilling to negotiate on SDI, since they believed limiting SDI research and testing to 

the laboratory for a certain time was reasonable. US agreement for non-withdrawal from 

the 1972 ABM Treaty, several Politburo members argued, was vital for Soviet security. 

Without adherence to this by the United States, they could not agree to drastic cuts in the 

offensive nuclear arsenal. This chapter examines these discussions in detail, and explains 

the vehemence with which the Politburo members argued the package approach was 

correct. As we shall see in Chapter Six, Gorbachev forced a complete shift in this 

position and decoupled the Soviet arms control package.  

 Chapter Six, “The Decision to Decouple the Arms Control Package,” the core of 

this dissertation, examines the decision of the Soviet leadership to decouple INF from 

START, ABM, and SDI and to push for the total elimination of INF weapons. This 

chapter explains why this position shifted and how this decision was related to the new 

political thinking and Gorbachev’s overarching goals. The decision to decouple must be 

examined from several perspectives, including foreign policy, strategic security, 

economic reform, and domestic reform. This chapter specifically addresses these areas 

and their interconnections. Gorbachev recognized that an INF agreement would benefit 

the Soviet Union, as well as the United States and Europe. If progress could be made on 

arms reductions, why not move forward? This was a rational, realistic choice for 

Gorbachev. This chapter clearly demonstrates that there were more positives than 

negatives in the decision to decouple INF from START and SDI. 
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 With the March 1, 1986, public announcement that the Soviets would pursue a 

separate INF agreement with the United States, Soviet and US leaders began working 

toward a treaty agreement and preparing for a formal summit in Washington, DC. 

Chapter Seven, “To the INF Treaty: March to December 1987,” covers the negotiations 

between Shultz and Shevardnadze on an INF agreement and Shultz’s trips to Moscow to 

meet with Gorbachev. While both sides wanted to reach agreement, obstacles remained. 

This chapter examines the difficulties both the US and Soviets faced on the road to the 

INF Treaty and the Washington Summit.  

 The conclusion addresses the broader themes of this dissertation, examining key 

contributions and revelations. Ultimately, Gorbachev and Reagan reached an INF Treaty 

because Gorbachev shed the complex over SDI and decoupled the arms control package 

he had presented at Reykjavik. This dissertation demonstrates how the new political 

thinking played a crucial role in Gorbachev’s decision to change the game, helped him 

manipulate the military establishment and domestic challengers, and compelled the 

Soviet leadership to accept the INF Treaty.  
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Chapter One 

Tensions Mount: INF, the Evil Empire, and the Announcement of SDI 

 Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980 on a promise to make America 

strong and great once again. Events such as the defeat in Vietnam, Watergate, and the 

Iranian hostage crisis had diminished the country’s morale, and Reagan pledged to 

improve America’s standing in the world. He entered office with several goals, a major 

one being to confront the Soviet Union and its aggressive international behavior. He did 

not want to go to war with the Soviets, but he did want to challenge them economically, 

technologically, and to “squeeze” them in every way possible. To do this, Reagan 

believed America needed to be in a stronger position. He continued President Carter’s 

military buildup in order to reinforce the US nuclear and military posture. With the 

buildup, Reagan was not preparing for war or an attack on the Soviet Union; instead, he 

was attempting to strengthen the negotiating position of the United States. Reagan 

stressed that if there were recognizable changes in Soviet behavior, he would be a willing 

partner at the negotiating table. However, Reagan would only begin to negotiate once he 

believed the United States was in position of strength.  

 Both of these objectives (continued military buildup and seemingly flexible 

diplomatic posture) furthered Reagan’s principal goal: the massive reduction or 

elimination of offensive nuclear weapons. This may seem paradoxical, undertaking a 

large military buildup only to negotiate it away. However, Reagan believed that the 

Soviets only recognized and understood strength and that he needed to have the position 

of power to negotiate nuclear arms reductions. Keeping these overarching goals in mind, 

it is possible to reassess the first few years of the Reagan administration.  
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 This chapter will examine the Reagan administration from 1981 until 

Gorbachev’s ascent to power in the Soviet Union in March 1985 and will address 

Reagan’s positions on nuclear weapons and arms control negotiations, the military 

buildup, and the announcement of the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). It will analyze 

the evolution of Reagan’s policies toward the Soviet Union and how his administration 

dealt with resuming arms control negotiations with the Soviets after their 1983 walkout 

from the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Force (INF) talks. The main purpose of this chapter 

is to provide the background of US-Soviet relations during the early Reagan era in order 

to establish the proper context for the relationship that developed between Gorbachev and 

Reagan.  

 Nuclear weapons and arms control were major obstacles in Soviet-American 

relations. Since the development of the atomic bomb during World War II, the leaders of 

the Soviet Union strived to achieve nuclear parity with the United States. The Truman 

and Eisenhower administrations worked to maintain a strong nuclear posture, and were 

prepared to deal with any threats that might arise from the Soviet Union. By the early 

1960s, President Kennedy’s arms buildup placed the Americans ahead of the Soviet 

Union in ICBM and nuclear missile capabilities. But with continued involvement in 

Vietnam, the attention of the United States was diverted from maintaining this nuclear 

superiority. From the late sixties through the seventies, the policies of Mutually Assured 

Destruction (MAD) and deterrence through strength led the United States and the Soviet 

Union into an era of détente and arms control agreements. During the late Brezhnev era, 

the Soviet Union finally had a numerically stronger land-based nuclear missile capability 

than the United States. However, the American nuclear system differed from the Soviet 
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structure and was based on a triad of land-, sea-, and air-based weapons. The United 

States had greater strength in its submarine- and air-based systems than the Soviets. The 

asymmetry in the two systems complicated arms control negotiations. The first round of 

Strategic Arms Limitations Talks (SALT I), which began in 1969 during the Nixon-

Brezhnev era, resulted in several agreements. The SALT I agreement capped the numbers 

of nuclear missiles both sides could retain, and the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, 

signed in May 1972, limited ABM systems and testing in order to keep deterrence as a 

viable defense.  

Détente, which peaked during the Nixon years, began to erode during the Carter 

administration as problems between the United States and Soviet Union re-emerged. 

Difficulties in many regions of the world, especially the Middle East and the Third 

World, added to mounting tensions and to a general wariness about the other’s strategic 

designs and “long-range intentions.”46 The SALT II talks resulted in an agreement signed 

by Carter and Brezhnev on June 18, 1979, but the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 

December 1979, halted an already complicated treaty ratification process in the United 

States. Within the US Senate and political leadership in Washington, a deep divide 

existed over how to deal with the Soviet Union, détente, and arms control policies, and 

the treaty was never ratified by the United States. 

Some in Washington labeled the Carter administration “weak on defense” because 

of Carter’s attempts to keep military spending down and the choices that he made 

regarding the development of strategic weapons.47 American journalist Frances Fitzgerald 

discusses Carter’s decision to cancel the building of new B-1 bombers for the US Air 
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Force and the resulting push by the Air Force for the development and secure basing of 

MX missiles (land-based ICBMs). According to Fitzgerald, the “principal concern of US 

strategic planners… was the growing Soviet capability in land-based ICBMs.”48 

Technologically, the United States was ahead of the Soviets in most respects and had 

greater capabilities and numbers of submarines, multiple independently targeted re-entry 

vehicles (MIRVs), and missile launchers. However, many believed that Soviet 

advancements in land-based missiles created instability. The Soviets understood that they 

were technologically behind the United States in these other areas, so they were 

compensating with mass quantities of ICBMs with a much greater throw-weight, “or the 

capacity to loft more payload over intercontinental distances.”49 Thus the main problem 

facing US strategic planners, in both the Carter administration and the Reagan 

administration to follow, was how to counter this widening gap with the Soviet land-

based missile programs.  

In the late 1970s another problem arose for the United States and its NATO allies. 

During the mid- to late 1970s, the Soviet Union began replacing its older, outdated 

intermediate range SS-4 and SS-5 rockets, based in Eastern Europe and western Russia, 

with the new SS-20. The SS-20 was a more mobile and accurate medium-range missile 

than the SS-4 and SS-5. The SS-20 rocket carried three independently targeted warheads 

that increased the strike capability of each rocket; the older missiles carried only one. The 

SS-20s were more easily concealed and more mobile, so they could be rapidly redeployed 

as necessary. The Soviets argued that the SS-20s were simply meant to replace the 

outdated SS-4 and SS-5 missiles. However, NATO saw this as the deployment of a new 
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class of missile which posed a credible threat to European and NATO security and which 

had the potential to alter the balance of nuclear power in Europe in favor of the Soviet 

Union and the Warsaw Pact states. The ongoing “Euromissile” controversy over 

intermediate-range forces would continue through the 1970s but was later reignited when 

Reagan undertook a strategic modernization plan for American nuclear forces. 

 To counter this new Soviet threat, in December 1979 NATO adopted a “dual-

track” decision (also referred to as the “two-track” decision.) The NATO allies decided 

that the United States should deploy Pershing II missiles and ground-launched cruise 

missiles (GLCMs) to Great Britain, Italy, and the Federal Republic of Germany 

beginning in November 1983 unless the Soviets could be persuaded to give up the SS-

20s. On the second track, the United States would begin negotiations with the Soviets to 

reduce or possibly eliminate all INF forces in Europe. NATO allies hoped the scheduled 

deployments, coupled with negotiations, would provide enough incentive for the Soviets 

to dismantle and remove the SS-20s. 

Angered by the NATO decision to deploy INF missiles, the Soviet Union initially 

refused to negotiate with the United States. One main issue concerning the Soviets was 

the British and French INF weapons. British and French missiles could strike targets in 

the Soviet Union, and the Soviets contended that these missiles should be counted along 

with the numbers of American INF weapons during the negotiations. However, the 

NATO negotiating structure stated that any agreement between the United States and 

Soviet Union regarding INF forces should be strictly bilateral, in other words, should not 

include any French and British INF weapons. After much deliberation during preliminary 

meetings, the Soviets and Americans finally agreed to resume formal negotiations in 
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Geneva during the fall 1981. If the Soviets and Americans failed to negotiate reductions 

or removal of these medium-range missiles by November 1983, the planned NATO 

deployments would occur.50  

In the midst of the INF negotiations, conflict in the Middle East, continuing 

Soviet involvement in Afghanistan, and Soviet-American rivalry in the Third World, 

Ronald Reagan was elected president in November 1980. He entered office with strong 

anti-communist sentiments, which were displayed in varying aspects throughout his life 

and presidency. In the opening pages of his memoir, Reagan wrote:  

I knew very well the Soviet Union’s record of deceit and its long history of 
betrayal of international treaties. I had met [Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei] 
Gromyko. I had met Brezhnev. I knew every Communist leader since Lenin was 
committed to the overthrow of democracy and the free enterprise system. I knew 
about this strategy of deceit from personal experience: Many years before, I’d 
gone head to head with Communists who were intent on taking over our country 
and destroying democracy.51 
 

This last statement refers to Reagan’s years in Hollywood and the battle against “un-

American” activities within the movie industry. About this experience Reagan wrote, “I 

knew… that America faced no more insidious or evil threat than that of Communism.”52 

Reagan was an intensely patriotic man, who believed in the greatness of America and its 

democratic system. From his days in the movie industry through his presidency, he had 

faith that the American way of life and the capitalist system would prevail over 

communism. These anti-communist views percolated within Reagan over many years and 

culminated in his struggles against the Soviet Union during his years in the White House.  
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As president, Reagan believed it was his duty to strengthen America and weaken 

the Soviet Union at every opportunity. During the first years of the administration, 

publicly Reagan offered no concessions to the Soviets and continued to vehemently 

criticize their government, leadership, and way of life. In his memoir, Reagan explained 

the impetus for his rhetoric about the Soviet Union: “In my speeches and press 

conferences, I deliberately set out to say some frank things about the Russians, to let 

them know there were some new fellows in Washington who had a realistic view of what 

they were up to and weren’t going to let them keep it up.”53 He wanted the Soviet 

leadership to understand that his administration was going to be different from the Carter, 

Ford, and Nixon administrations before him. Each of these administrations had been 

active partners in détente, although enthusiasm for détente had already begun to recede 

during the Carter years. Reagan was reversing US foreign policy in an attempt to contain 

what he truly believed to be the expansionist nature of the Soviet state and communism in 

the world.  

Reagan immediately took action and implemented new policies that shifted the 

US stance in dealing with the Soviet Union. He reasoned that “in attempting to continue 

their policy of expansionism, they [the Soviet Union] were prolonging the nuclear arms 

race and keeping the world on the precipice of disaster. I also wanted to send the signal 

that we weren’t going to be deceived by words into thinking they’d changed their stripes: 

We wanted deeds, not words.”54 In keeping with the views of the Carter administration, 

Reagan wanted the Soviet leadership to understand that the invasion of Afghanistan was 

unacceptable to the new US president and he pushed for Soviet withdrawal. He criticized 
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the 1981 declaration of martial law in Poland, which he saw as an extension of Soviet 

power.55 He wanted in the Soviets to transform their behavior on the international scene 

before he would negotiate with them on arms control issues. He vowed to fight the spread 

of communism whenever and wherever he could. This became a main component of 

Reagan’s foreign policy and was rooted in the strong anti-communist, Christian beliefs 

that he had held all his life. 

In Reagan and Gorbachev: How the Cold War Ended, former US Ambassador to 

the Soviet Union Jack Matlock argues that “Reagan’s goal was to shift the US strategy 

from reacting to challenges and limiting damage to a concerted effort to change Soviet 

behavior.”56 Reagan wanted his policies to do more than simply respond to Soviet 

behavior and expansionist tendencies, perhaps most notably in the Third World. He 

wanted to force the Soviets to react to the new policies and tougher line he was 

implementing. Reagan wanted to take a different approach from détente, one that could 

possibly force changes within the Soviet Union. According to Matlock, “[Reagan’s] 

approach constituted a direct challenge to the Soviet leadership since it explicitly denied 

fundamental tenets of Communist ideology and required a Soviet about-face on many 

issues under negotiation.”57 Again, much like his predecessor, Reagan was extremely 

critical of the domestic problems and human rights abuses he recognized in the Soviet 
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Union. He took every opportunity to denounce and challenge the Soviet system. He was 

determined to change the negotiating posture of the United States, and if that meant rising 

tensions in Soviet-American relations for the time being, he was willing to accept this 

consequence.  

 Determining a cohesive strategy toward the Soviet Union was complicated by the 

factionalism within the Reagan administration. There were two opposing groups with 

differing opinions on how to deal with the Soviet Union. This is not to say that these 

officials never agreed on some issues, but regarding Soviet-American relations, the major 

players in the Reagan administration generally stood in two camps. The first group, the 

hardliners, consisted of Caspar Weinberger, Reagan’s secretary of defense until 1987; 

Richard Perle, Weinberger’s assistant secretary of defense; Richard Pipes, renowned 

Harvard professor and Soviet specialist who served on the National Security Council as 

advisor on Soviet affairs from 1981 to 1983; and Robert Gates, the CIA’s deputy director 

of intelligence. This hardline faction insisted that communicating and negotiating with 

the Soviet Union over arms control or other matters was futile and would lead nowhere, 

until there were concrete changes in the Soviet positions. But they believed it was 

unlikely the Soviets would change. They pushed the administration to do everything in its 

power to squeeze the Soviet system economically, militarily, and technologically. 

 The second faction took a less aggressive tack toward Soviet-American relations. 

They were by no means “soft” on the Soviets, but they understood the value of opening a 

dialogue. This group was decidedly smaller than the hardliners, but by late 1983 they had 
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garnered more influence with Reagan58 and found themselves in key policymaking 

positions. George Shultz replaced Alexander Haig as secretary of state in July 1982. Jack 

Matlock replaced Richard Pipes on the National Security Council as advisor on Soviet 

affairs and later became US Ambassador to the Soviet Union. Robert McFarlane served 

as national security advisor from 1983 to 1985. “Reciprocity” was a term often used by 

this group in discussing opening dialogue with the Soviet Union, and they only wanted to 

begin negotiations if the Soviets would meet the Americans half way. Reagan and others 

believed that détente and some previous arms control agreements had been rather one 

sided, favoring the Soviet Union much more than the United States. While the hardliners 

were hesitant to open any dialogue with the Soviet Union, this “reciprocity” group was 

willing to begin communicating. However, they wanted to ensure that American interests 

would be given equal footing during negotiations and were not willing to engage until 

they believed the Soviets were at least considering the US perspective.59 

 The Reagan administration’s approach to the Soviet Union differed greatly in 

comparison to his predecessors’. Reagan and his administration contended that the 

conciliatory posture of détente had ultimately placed the United States in a weakened 

military position. Détente was over. Reagan hoped the pressure of the American arms 

buildup would force changes within the Soviet system or at least at the negotiating table. 
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Peace through strength and containing communism became two of the main goals of 

Reagan’s administration. 

  In the opening pages of his book, Matlock challenges the commonly held myth 

that Reagan only became open to negotiating with the Soviets during his second term—

and not before. According to Matlock, Reagan’s remarks were distorted by the media, 

who highlighted only the harshest rhetoric regarding the Soviet Union while ignoring the 

full meaning of Reagan’s speeches and press conferences. From Matlock’s perspective, 

some of Reagan’s statements, taken out of context, made the president appear much more 

ruthless and war mongering that he actually was.60 Using three early Reagan quotes from 

1981 and 1982 to open his book, Matlock draws attention to the details of Reagan’s 

earliest rhetoric. One quote talks of “peace,” the next of “a settlement, a solution,” and 

the last states that a “Soviet leadership devoted to improving people’s lives, rather than 

expanding its armed conquests, will find a sympathetic partner in the West.”61 “Peace,” 

“solution,” and “partner” are not words often used in conjunction with Reagan’s first 

administration, but it would be a mistake to ignore these words. Even though his rhetoric 

and stance on communism was tough, according to Matlock, Reagan was willing to be a 

“partner” under certain circumstances even early in his presidency. Once the US military 

buildup had achieved predominance over Soviet capabilities and once American strength 

was recognizable, then negotiations would follow. However, negotiations would require a 

Soviet leader willing to talk with what could easily be seen as a particularly hostile US 

administration. That Soviet leader was probably not Leonid Brezhnev. 
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The Soviets had mixed reactions about how to deal with the new American 

president, and many in the leadership wondered if Reagan’s actual policies toward the 

Soviet Union would be as harsh as his rhetoric. Anatoly Dobrynin, who had served as 

Soviet Ambassador to the United States since 1962, immediately recognized a hardening 

of relations with the new administration. He believed the measures taken by the 

administration signaled a new offensive against the Soviet Union and wrote in his 

memoir that these years were the “most difficult and unpleasant” of all the time he spent 

in Washington. When the administration first came into office, Dobrynin attempted to 

establish contact through Secretary of State Haig, but was told that “there was a new 

management in the White House along with a new realism regarding the Russians, and 

until they behaved themselves, they could expect more of the same.”62 The Soviets, 

especially those in the diplomatic corps in Washington, felt that Reagan had shut them 

out. This, of course, was exactly Reagan’s intention.  

In his memoir, In Confidence, Dobrynin discussed the impressions of Reagan 

within the Soviet leadership: 

From 1981 to 1983 the Soviet government continued to favor a dialogue with the 
American administration, not only in its public statements but also by means of 
private diplomatic contacts.… But the main results of the first years of Reagan’s 
presidency, and of our contacts with him, was his refusal to pursue a constructive 
dialogue while he aimed for military superiority and launched an 
uncompromising new ideological offensive against the Soviet Union.… As we in 
the Soviet Union saw it, Reagan was embarked on a path of breaking the military 
and strategic parity between the two nations.… But Moscow was determined to 
retain global equilibrium at all costs and to fight Reagan’s policy.63  
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Dobrynin, other Soviet officials in Washington, and the leadership in Moscow quickly 

realized that Soviet-American relations had taken a decided turn for the worse with the 

election of Reagan. Dusko Doder, who was the Moscow bureau chief for the Washington 

Post during Reagan’s first years as president, described reactions from within the Soviet 

Union: “The Kremlin accused the American president of conducting a ‘campaign of 

hatred’ against the Soviet Union in an effort to curtail relations and, as TASS put it in an 

outburst of indignation, ‘hurl the world back to the dark ages of the Cold War.’”64  

Most early Soviet efforts to make contact were thwarted by the new 

administration. However, the intent of this initial “chill” in relations was not designed to 

reignite Cold War tensions, although this was the immediate consequence. Instead, this 

freezing of relations must be seen as a part of Reagan’s larger plan to reassess the 

situation and to establish relations on his terms. Historian Melvyn Leffler claims that 

Reagan “was not a warmonger, as so many critics claimed, but he believed sincerely in 

peace through strength, and even more sincerely in his capacity to deal with the 

Kremlin.”65 Negotiating was something Reagan believed he had a great personal capacity 

for; however, he wanted to negotiate only from a positive position. Leffler goes further: 

“What was unique about Reagan was his willingness to reach out to a leadership he 

abhorred, men whose values he detested; to appreciate the concerns of his adversary; and 

to learn from experience.”66 Reagan loathed communism, but he recognized that the only 

way to achieve his ultimate goal of eliminating nuclear weapons was to negotiate with the 

Soviet leadership. This is often overlooked in discussions of Reagan’s first administration 
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but should be noted in relation to the Reagan buildup in military capabilities and his 

attempts to achieve peace through strength.  

Another part of this story is sometimes overshadowed by Reagan’s public 

persona. His sharp rhetoric against the Soviet Union seemed unflappable. However, in 

private, he had been writing to the Soviet leadership, expressing his desire to meet and 

begin a constructive dialogue to eliminate the threat of nuclear weapons for the world. 

These letters were met with hesitation by Soviet leaders because of the perceived 

bellicose nature of Reagan’s public rhetoric. This private communication began early in 

the administration, while Reagan was recovering from the March 30, 1981, assassination 

attempt. While in the hospital, Reagan wrote Brezhnev a personal letter, attempting to 

begin a dialogue with the Soviet leader. Reagan wrote of his hopes for peace and greater 

cooperation between the two countries. Secretary of State Haig attempted to dissuade 

Reagan from writing to the Soviet leader at all and drafted a “tough-minded” formal 

letter. Reagan ignored Haig’s draft and instead “stubbornly went ahead with his own 

letter, which he wrote in longhand to underscore its authenticity.”67 

The Soviet leadership was not quite sure how to read Reagan’s overture. As 

historian Vladislav Zubok writes, Yuri Andropov, KGB chief under Brezhnev at the time, 

“viewed Reagan with unrelenting suspicion.” When Brezhnev received this letter from 

Reagan in April 1981, “proposing to talk about nuclear disarmament, Andropov and other 

members of the ruling troika in the Kremlin dismissed it as a phony gesture.”68 The 
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Soviet leadership did not seem to grasp that a man who was so publicly critical toward 

the Soviet Union could reach out in this manner and genuinely want to begin a dialogue.  

Leffler has pointed out that, for some reason, many historians who write about the 

first Reagan administration seem to ignore the Reagan that reached out and attempted to 

make personal contacts with the Soviet leaders.69 Perhaps this is because, until Mikhail 

Gorbachev came to power in March 1985, nothing stemmed from this correspondence. 

However, Reagan was attempting to move relations forward on some level. While 

nothing concrete came from the April 1981 letter to Brezhnev or from any others that 

Reagan exchanged with Brezhnev or later with Yuri Andropov or Konstantin Chernenko 

when they were leaders of the Soviet Union, it is important to recognize that Reagan 

believed in his personal capacity to negotiate with the Kremlin leaders; he believed he 

could work with the Soviets and possibly achieve some of his goals. But publicly, he was 

not willing to take the first steps until he had received some indication that there was the 

potential for a productive relationship.  

 

The Reagan Buildup and Closing the Window of Vulnerability 

 Because the Soviet Union had pulled ahead of the United States with its land-

based nuclear capabilities, Reagan believed that a “window of vulnerability” existed in 

the US nuclear capacity. To reduce that gap and improve the strategic position of the 

United States, Reagan sought vast increases in the defense budget. This section will 

provide an in-depth explanation of the military buildup and improving the US nuclear 

position. The analysis of several documents will demonstrate why the administration 
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resolved that the buildup was vital for US security and will detail how specifically the 

administration planned on countering the Soviet Union.  

 During an October 2, 1981, press conference, Reagan outlined his plan to close 

the “window of vulnerability” in order to “restore that margin of safety needed for the 

protection of the American people and the maintenance of peace.”70 In his statement, the 

president outlined three main objectives. First, the plan for military modernization should 

provide a “deterrent against any Soviet actions directed against the American people and 

our allies.” Second, Reagan asserted that the plan would “provide us with the capability 

to respond, at reasonable cost and within adequate time, to any further growth in Soviet 

forces.” And lastly, the plan “will signal our resolve to maintain the strategic balance—

and this is the keystone to any genuine arms reduction agreement with the Soviets.”71 

This strategic modernization plan for US nuclear capabilities itself consisted of five 

components dealing with basing the MX missiles, building B-1 bombers, and 

strengthening the Trident submarine program. The final portion of the program, and the 

most relevant for this dissertation, discussed the need for strengthening and developing 

systems for strategic defense.  

The debate over basing the MX missiles had been ongoing since the Carter 

administration. The MX missile is important because, at the time, it was the only US 

missile with the power to match the lethality of Soviet ICBMs.72 Basing the missile 
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where it would not be vulnerable to a Soviet first strike was the main problem, and 

several schemes to base the missiles had been proposed. National Security Decision 

Directive (NSDD) 35, dated May 17, 1982, and NSDD 69, dated November 22, 1982, 

each discuss the importance of the secure basing for these missiles. NSDD 35 states, “It 

is absolutely essential that we maintain the momentum of the M-X program and that we 

achieve Initial Operational Capability in 1986.”73 Instead of using the Carter 

administration’s plan for the MX missile, which involved moving the missiles among 

many “soft shelters,” the new administration decided to temporarily base one hundred 

MX missiles in Minuteman silos adapted with “super-hardened” shelters to provide for 

greater survivability until permanent basing systems were prepared.  

The rationale behind housing MX missiles in Minuteman silos was outlined in a 

statement released after the October 2, 1981, press conference: “The MX missile itself 

will be ready in 1986, well ahead of its long-term basing. Meanwhile, initial deployment 

in existing ICBM silos is the only way to avoid delaying the MX. We cannot afford to put 

off MX, a much stronger and more accurate missile than Minuteman, and continue the 

decade-long pattern of postponement and vacillation.” The administration believed this 
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was vital to closing the “window of vulnerability” because “early deployment of MX will 

break the Soviet monopoly on prompt counter-ICBM capabilities.”74  

The last component of closing the “window of vulnerability” dealt with strategic 

defense:  “Research and development on ballistic missile defense will be vigorously 

pursued. As discussed under ICBM modernization, we will expand ballistic missile 

defense R&D for active defense of land-based missiles. We will develop technologies for 

space-based missile systems.”75 Under the heading “Reasons for Program,” the text reads, 

We have virtually ignored strategic defensive systems for over a decade. As a 
result, we have large gaps in the North American air defense warning network; 
our strategic air defense interceptors are obsolete; and our antisatellite and 
ballistic missile defense programs have lagged behind the Soviets. 

The Reagan program ends these years of neglect. We have taken the first steps 
toward restoring credible strategic defensive forces.… 76 

 

Although strategic defense was described in some detail in this statement, at the time, it 

was greatly overshadowed by the MX missile basing debate. With the October 1981 press 

conference and the statements released by the administration at the same time, Reagan 

outlined his public plans to close the “window of vulnerability” that existed between 

American and Soviet forces, and he set the foundation for what would eventually become 

the Strategic Defense Initiative.  

Behind the scenes, the administration set out to define its policies for defense and 

national security, especially in relation to the Soviet Union, with several National 
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Security Decision Directives (NSDDs) and National Security Study Directives (NSSDs). 

The most important aspect of these directives was that each aimed to thwart any détente 

with the Soviet Union and to further Reagan’s policy of placing as much pressure as 

possible on the Soviet Union. NSDD 32, “US National Security Strategy,” was issued in 

May 1982, and it laid the groundwork for Reagan’s national security policies. This plan 

had “five main pillars: military modernization; expanded military spending by US allies; 

economic pressure on the USSR and its allies; political persuasion and propaganda at 

home and abroad; and covert operations intended to split satellite governments away 

from Moscow.”77 Under the heading “Threats to US National Security,” NSDD 32 stated 

that “the key military threats to the US security during the 1980s will continue to be 

posed by the Soviet Union and its allies and clients. Despite increasing pressures on its 

economy and the growing vulnerabilities of its empire, the Soviet military will continue 

to expand and modernize.”78 The document advised that the United States and its allies 

should be prepared to exert pressure on the Soviet Union whenever possible and should 

have a military force capable of meeting any challenges posed by the Soviet Union or its 

client states. NSDD 32 reasoned that although the Soviet economy was weak, Soviet 

military forces could not be neglected.  

The document emphasized the need for strengthening the US nuclear triad, 

stating: “The modernization of our strategic nuclear forces and the achievement of parity 

with the Soviet Union shall receive first priority.… Deterrence can best be achieved if 

our defense posture makes Soviet assessment of war outcomes, under any contingency, 
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so dangerous and uncertain as to remove any incentive for initiating attack.”79 This aligns 

directly with the positions presented by Reagan at the October 1981 press conference 

outlining a plan for the strategic modernization for US nuclear capabilities. Basing the 

MX missiles, building the B-1 bombers, and strengthening the nuclear triad generally 

were top priorities to deter a Soviet attack and improve the overall US strategic posture. 

Vigilance and pressure would be required to combat Soviet threats.  

Historian Paul Lettow argues that NSDD 32 and the studies surrounding it 

“introduced and formalized the notion that the United States should seek not simply to 

contain the spread of Soviet influence but to reverse it as well, and to pressure the 

internal Soviet system so as to encourage change.”80 NSDD 32 recognized that internal 

change in the Soviet system would be slow and might not happen for many years; 

however, the more pressure the administration could exert, whether through military 

buildup or pushing against communist expansion in the Third World, the better the 

chance to force internal changes in the Soviet Union. The NSDD “intended to reorient 

US Cold War policy away from a defensive, reactive approach toward one that went on 

the offensive.”81 According to Lettow, this policy was more than the simple containment 

of communism as it placed greater emphasis on the goal of “rollback” and fighting 

against the Soviets on all fronts.  

 NSDD 32 focused on the United States’ general national security strategy, which 

dealt directly with countering the Soviet Union. NSSD 11-82 and the subsequent study 

produced as a “Response to NSSD 11-82” provided a more comprehensive assessment of 
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the Soviet Union and outlines US perspectives on how to manipulate Soviet strengths and 

weaknesses. NSSD 11-82 designed “political, economic, and other measures which 

advance the long-term objective of promoting: (1) the decentralization and 

demilitarization of the Soviet economy; (2) the weakening of the power and privileged 

position of the ruling Communist elite (nomenklatura); [and] (3) gradual democratization 

of the USSR.”82 These were long-term goals, which were in keeping with the 

administration’s general goal—combating communism.  

 Both NSSD 11-82 and the “Response to NSSD 11-82” presented specifics about 

economic and trade policies advising that “The US can and should seek to restrict Soviet 

military and foreign policy options through economic policies.”83 It was an important 

goal of the administration to hamper the Soviet economy. Not providing means for 

technological advancement in sectors that could improve the Soviet military strategy was 

vital. Soviet military power and growth should also be countered directly: 

Moreover, the Soviet Union will have every incentive to prevent the US from 
reversing the trends of the last decade which have seen an unprecedented growth 
of Soviet military power relative to that of the US. Thus, the coming five to ten 
years will be a period of considerable uncertainty in which the Soviets may test 
the US resolve by continuing the kind of aggressive international behavior which 
this Administration finds unacceptable.84 

 

The Soviets had reached a position of parity with the United States in land-based ICBMs 

and wanted to maintain this parity. The US administration, through military 

modernization and buildup, sought to counter the Soviets. The document stressed that 
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“aggressive international behavior,” for example, the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan in 

December 1979, could only hinder improvement in the Soviet-American dialogue.  

At this stage in late 1982, communication between the Soviets and the Reagan 

administration had been minimal because of Reagan’s harsh and unrelenting public 

rhetoric toward the Soviet Union. NSDD 11-82 suggested that dialogue could occur but 

only if the international situation improved and only if it could produce positive results. 

The administration sought to “avoid generating unrealizable expectations for near-term 

progress in US-Soviet relations. At the same time, the US must demonstrate credibly that 

its policy is not a blueprint for an open-ended, sterile confrontation with Moscow, but a 

serious search for a stable and constructive long-term basis for US-Soviet relations.”85 

Once again, the willingness to negotiate with the Soviets, under certain conditions, is 

evident in this document. 

The “Response to NSSD 11-82” laid the groundwork for what became NSDD 75, 

the administration’s official position on relations with the Soviet Union. With NSDD 75, 

issued on January 17, 1983, the administration outlined three specific goals to execute its 

long-term strategies for dealing with the Soviet Union. The first was “to contain and over 

time reverse Soviet expansionism by competing effectively on a sustained basis with the 

Soviet Union in all international arenas—particularly in the overall military balance and 

in geographical regions of priority concern to the United States.”86 The second goal was 

to use limited means to “weaken the sources of Soviet imperialism” from within. Finally, 

the United States should focus on engaging “the Soviet Union in negotiations to attempt 
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to reach agreements which protect and enhance US interests and which are consistent 

with the principle of strict reciprocity and mutual interest.”87  

NSDD 75 continued that the United States “must convey clearly to Moscow that 

unacceptable behavior will incur costs that would outweigh any gains. At the same time, 

the US must make clear to the Soviets that genuine restraint in their behavior would 

create the possibility of an East-West relationship that might bring important benefits to 

the Soviet Union.” NSDD 75 stressed that this goal might be best achieved at the present 

time since the political succession had just occurred—that it “may be a particularly 

opportune time for external forces to affect the policies of Brezhnev’s successors.”88 To 

achieve these goals, it was apparent to Reagan and the administration that the military 

forces of the United States would need to be modernized to be capable of responding to 

Soviet encroachments anywhere on the globe. Reagan had already begun planning and 

lobbying for growth in defense spending; NSDD 75 merely articulated the importance of 

strengthening nuclear and conventional forces.  

 Section C of NSDD 75, titled “Bilateral Relationships,” discussed the goals of 

arms control negotiations and dialogue with the Soviets, stressing that they should only 

be conducted to “serve US national security objectives.” Arms control talks should be  

efforts to maintain the military balance, an important means for enhancing 
national security and global stability. The US should make clear to the Allies as 
well as to the USSR that the US ability to reach satisfactory results in arms 
control negotiations will inevitably be influenced by the international situation, 
the overall state of US-Soviet relations, and the difficulties in defining areas of 
mutual agreement with an adversary which often seeks unilateral gains.89 
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The document continued by addressing the positives and negatives of US-Soviet 

communications: 

A continuing dialogue with the Soviets at Foreign Minister level facilitates 
necessary diplomatic communication with the Soviet leadership and helps to 
maintain Allied understanding and support for US approach to East-West 
relations. A summit between President Reagan and his Soviet counterpart might 
promise similarly beneficial results. At the same time, unless it were carefully 
handled a summit could be seen as registering an improvement in US- Soviet 
relations without the changes in Soviet behavior which we have insisted upon. It 
could therefore generate unrealizable expectations and further stimulate unilateral 
Allied initiatives toward Moscow…. 

Any summit meeting should achieve the maximum possible positive impact with 
US Allies and the American public, while making clear to both audiences that 
improvement in Soviet-American relations depends on changes in Soviet conduct. 
A summit without such changes must not be understood to signal such 
improvement.90  

Reagan was committed to this strong position in dealing with the Soviets, and the 

administration was not planning on changing its course until it recognized some 

movement on the Soviet side. After improvements in the American military posture were 

implemented, Reagan believed the Soviets should have to make the first international 

concessions before any real progress could be made between the two states. A summit 

meeting could be beneficial, but only if it resulted in a positive outcome for the US 

position; otherwise, it could be damaging to Reagan’s strategies.  

 By early 1983, the administration had finally determined a clear course for 

dealing with the Soviet Union. Reagan’s overarching goals, mentioned at the start of this 

chapter, are evident in these documents. Confronting aggressive Soviet behavior on the 

international scene, a willingness to negotiate (but only under positive conditions and 

                                                 
90 NSDD 75, Simpson, 260. 



 61 

from a position of strength), and the hope that reciprocal agreements could be reached 

were consistent objectives that finally became the official policy of the administration. 

 

1983: The Year of the Missile, the Evil Empire, and the Announcement of SDI 

While direct communication between Reagan and his counterparts in Moscow 

was limited, several sets of arms control negotiations had been ongoing between the 

United States and Soviet Union in Geneva. In accordance with the second track of the 

NATO 1979 dual-track decision, the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) talks 

began in November 1981. The US goal for the INF negotiations was the removal of the 

Soviet SS-20 missiles, which were based in western Russia and could hit targets in 

Western Europe. The deployment of US Pershing II and cruise missiles to NATO allies 

in Europe was scheduled to counter the new threat posed by the SS-20s. The Soviet goal 

at the INF talks was to halt this American deployment. Scholars Strobe Talbott and 

Michael Mandelbaum have argued that political motivations had more to do with these 

negotiations than the actual “military characteristics of the weapons.” Each side was 

attempting to assert political might with their positions, and  

blocking the NATO deployments very nearly became the centerpiece of Soviet 
foreign policy. By challenging the legitimacy of even a single American missile, 
the Soviets attacked the validity of the United States’ standing as the senior 
partner of a transatlantic alliance. Conversely, the prime motivation for the United 
States to proceed with deployment on schedule was to reaffirm its claim to be the 
protector of Western Europe against its menacing neighbor to the East.91 
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Because Soviet and American objectives were totally at odds, these negotiations 

produced no results. The INF negotiations had started in 1981, but by November 1983, 

with US MX missile deployments on the horizon, no real progress had been made. Each 

side was sticking firmly to its position. 

On November 18, 1981, Reagan proposed the “zero option” for European INF. 

This called for halting the scheduled US deployments to Europe if the Soviets dismantled 

their current INF forces. The Soviet leaders objected to the zero option because it did not 

take into account the already existing British and French INF forces.92 Robert McFarlane, 

who was on Reagan’s National Security Council staff and became his national security 

advisor in October 1983, discussed the problems with the Soviets during the INF 

negotiations: 

Despite the huge investments that had been made in rebuilding our defenses and 
some evidence that after two harsh years our economy was turning around, in 
early 1983 the Soviet Union was still unwilling to engage seriously with us on 
genuine arms control and arms reductions. They were not yet convinced of our 
recovery, nor of Reagan’s resolve to stay the course and resist Soviet 
expansionism around the globe.93  

 

McFarlane, Shultz, and others believed that the Soviets would not reach any kind of 

compromise until the United States actually deployed the missiles to Europe.  

In March 1983, with INF negotiations at a standstill, Reagan made two speeches 

that added to the already tense environment: the “Evil Empire” speech and the 

announcement of the Strategic Defense Initiative. Throughout his time in office, Reagan 

made many critical statements about the Soviet system, most famously his Evil Empire 
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speech, given in Florida on March 8, 1983, to the National Association of Evangelicals. 

The context of the speech was a rebuttal to those who believed that a nuclear freeze 

would be most beneficial in halting the arms race. Reagan was against the so-called 

“freeze” movement on the grounds that it would allow the Soviets to retain their land-

based ballistic missile advantage, force the United States to stop its buildup, and in turn 

weaken the United States militarily. During the speech, Reagan remarked, “in your 

discussions of the nuclear freeze proposals, I urge you to beware the temptation of 

pride—the temptation of blithely declaring yourselves above it all and label both sides 

equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive impulses of an evil 

empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove 

yourself from the struggle between right and wrong and good and evil.”94  

This speech had a relatively short section about US-Soviet relations and US 

foreign policy; its main focus was on morality, religion, and the goodness of America. 

However, Reagan’s description of the Soviet Union as the “evil empire” made the speech 

a touchstone for the administration’s virulent anti-communist positions and its severe 

stance against the Soviet Union. Many viewed Reagan’s rhetoric in this speech as 

unnecessary antagonism toward the Soviets as Cold War tensions were mounting 

between the United States and Soviet Union. Before this speech, however, Reagan’s 

remarks had been less explicit. With the declaration of the Soviet Union as an “evil 

empire,” it seemed that Reagan had thrown down the gauntlet. As president, he continued 

to fight against the spread of communism into Central America and around the world. 

Reagan did everything in his power to impede communism and was never reluctant, 
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when given the opportunity, to explain why he believed the communist system was 

wrong and the American system was right.  

 According to Secretary of State George Shultz this speech was not vetted by the 

State Department, as it was not intended to be a major foreign policy address. Once the 

media picked up on the “evil empire” comment, the speech seemed to take on a life of its 

own. Frances Fitzgerald correctly points out that few remember that the audience of the 

speech was the National Association of Evangelicals and that Reagan was speaking to a 

group of God-fearing Americans waiting for Armageddon. She argues that the use of 

“evil” to refer to the Soviets during this speech should not be taken out of context with 

his discussion of morality and religion.95 Apparently it was quickly nicknamed the “Darth 

Vader speech” as many political cartoons appeared alluding to the villain of the Star 

Wars films.96 Only a few weeks later, on March 23, Reagan gave a major policy speech 

introducing the Strategic Defense Initiative, so the Star Wars metaphor had a head start 

before SDI was even unveiled.  

President Reagan formally announced the Strategic Defense Initiative on March 

23, 1983, in a televised address to the nation. SDI was a space-based laser system 

designed to intercept and destroy incoming intercontinental ballistic missiles tipped with 

nuclear warheads. In this speech, Reagan stated: 

I call upon the scientific community in our country, those who gave us nuclear 
weapons, to turn their great talents now to the cause of mankind and world peace, 
to give us the means of rendering these nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete.… 
I am directing a comprehensive and intensive effort to define a long-term research 
and development program to begin to achieve our ultimate goal of eliminating the 
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threat posed by strategic nuclear missiles. This could pave the way for arms 
control measures to eliminate the weapons themselves. We seek neither military 
superiority nor political advantage. Our only purpose—one all people share —is 
to search for ways to reduce the danger of nuclear war.97 
 

SDI was dubbed “Star Wars” by the media and by opponents of the program. Some in the 

United States and the international scientific community doubted that an effective 

defensive system could be developed, but Reagan was a firm proponent for the creation 

of a viable defense. 

SDI is significant in the history of the Cold War for three reasons. The research 

and development of such a program would represent a massive technological 

advancement in the arms race, and it was doubtful that with their weakened economy the 

Soviet Union could afford to develop a competitive system. Secondly, SDI altered the 

existing nuclear strategic posture of the United States and Soviet Union because it 

challenged the theory of mutually assured destruction (MAD). According to the MAD 

doctrine, if one side launched a nuclear strike, retaliation and destruction were certain. 

This theory of strategic deterrence had prevented the United States, the Soviets, and other 

nuclear powers from launching nuclear attacks. Finally, SDI was the stumbling block that 

almost prevented Reagan and Gorbachev from concluding any arms reduction treaties in 

the 1980s.  

 While running for president, Reagan was shocked to learn that the United States 

had no defense against incoming nuclear missiles. His epiphany occurred on a trip to the 

North American Aerospace Defense Command (NORAD) in 1979, before Reagan 

became president. Martin Anderson, who served as a policy advisor on both of Reagan’s 
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campaigns, gives the most vivid account of Reagan’s trip to NORAD in his book 

Revolution.98 Reagan was invited to visit NORAD by Douglas Morrow, an old 

Hollywood acquaintance, who knew the four-star general running the facility, General 

Hill. NORAD is located in the Cheyenne Mountains near Colorado Springs, Colorado. 

Reagan, Anderson, and Morrow flew from Los Angeles and spent the day receiving 

briefings on Soviet and American nuclear capabilities and learning how the facility 

functioned. At the end of the day, they met informally with General Hill and discussed 

what would happen if the Soviets fired just one of their new, extremely powerful SS-18 

rockets at NORAD. General Hill warned that NORAD had been constructed in the 1960s 

and was not designed to withstand the strike force of the new Soviet missile. Martin 

writes, “Without a flicker of emotion,” the general “quickly answered, ‘It would blow us 

away.’” Reagan then asked what would happen if the Soviets fired one missile toward a 

US city. The general claimed that the facility would pick up the missile launch 

immediately and track the missile, “but by the time the officials of the city could be 

alerted that a nuclear bomb would hit them, there would be only ten to fifteen minutes 

left. That’s all we can do. We can’t stop it.”99  

On the way home, Reagan wondered how the United States could spend so much 

money on weapons and military technology, yet still have no defense against a nuclear 

attack. He went on deliberating, that if and when a sitting president was faced with an 

incoming nuclear missile “the only options he would have… would be to press the button 

or do nothing. They’re both bad. We should have some way of defending ourselves 
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against nuclear missiles.”100 Anderson contends that this trip had a major impact on 

Reagan’s nuclear thinking and the concept of missile defense.  

 After taking office, developing defensive weapons systems never left Reagan’s 

mind. On December 22, 1982, at a meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff and a few key 

members of his administration, Reagan ordered the Joint Chiefs to begin studying the 

possibility of developing a missile defense.101 By March 1983, he had become convinced 

of the feasibility of research and development of a missile defense system.  

 The announcement of the Strategic Defense Initiative shocked US allies, the 

Soviets, and many within Reagan’s own administration. George Shultz had only been 

told of the speech and the initiation of the program two days prior to its announcement. 

His immediate reaction, as he discusses in his memoir, was that SDI would alter the 

whole strategic doctrine of the United States and would have a great effect on all US 

allies. If SDI was feasible and was eventually deployed, Shultz recognized that it would 

shift US strategy from reliance on MAD to a reliance on defense. Instead of being 

concerned over the nuclear arsenals of the Soviet Union and other nuclear powers, with 

SDI the United States could rely solely on its ability to intercept and destroy incoming 

nuclear missiles. This shift in the strategic doctrine away from deterrence to defense 

would have consequences for not only the United States, but also for its allies and its 

enemies. Others in the administration had a different take on SDI and its announcement. 

Caspar Weinberger, Reagan’s Secretary of Defense, pushed diligently for the program 

because he believed SDI would provide for a new level of strategic competition that 

would make the United States stronger, while weakening the Soviets. Weinberger was a 
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strong proponent of developing a defensive system and pushed hard for SDI at every 

opportunity.  

The Soviet Union reacted critically toward the announcement of SDI for several 

reasons. First, they argued that SDI was a violation of the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile 

Treaty. Reagan and others in the administration consistently argued that SDI testing and 

research could be conducted within the limits of the ABM Treaty. The Soviets opposed 

any SDI testing that occurred outside of the laboratory.  

The Soviets were also angered by the shift SDI caused in the strategic posture of 

the United States and, consequently, the Soviet Union. The doctrine of MAD had kept the 

nuclear powers in check for over twenty years. The Soviets argued that SDI would 

provide the United States with a protective shield, giving the United States a first-strike 

capability without the fear of Soviet retaliation. Defense Minister Dmitriy Ustinov 

contended that “these measures will in reality not be defensive but offensive, aimed at 

securing for the United States a first nuclear strike potential.”102 If the United States 

developed SDI, a “defensive” system, then MAD would no longer be an effective 

deterrent. Because of its vast potential to shield and protect the United States after a first-

strike attack, the Soviets viewed SDI an offensive, not a defensive program.  

Lastly, the Soviets argued that SDI would lead to a new arms race and cause the 

“militarization of space.” Both US and Soviet negotiating teams had been working 

diligently in Geneva to reduce the number of nuclear weapons and reach arms control 

agreements. From the Soviet viewpoint, the US announcement of SDI ran counter to 
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everything the Geneva teams were trying to achieve. General Secretary Andropov warned 

that “the incumbent US administration continues to tread an extremely perilous path…. 

All attempts at achieving military superiority over the USSR are futile. The Soviet Union 

will never allow them to succeed.”103 

From the Soviet perspective, SDI posed a political, technological, strategic, and 

economic threat. Short-term political implications perhaps were more pressing than the 

long-term technological and strategic implications. Economic issues were undoubtedly a 

concern to the Soviet leaders during this period. However, one could argue that 

regardless of SDI, Soviet economic problems would have still been a paramount issue for 

the Kremlin. 

In his memoir, Robert Gates writes, “SDI was a Soviet nightmare come to life. 

America’s industrial base, coupled with American technology, wealth, and managerial 

skill, all mobilized to build a wholly new and different military capability that might 

negate the Soviet offensive buildup of a quarter century. A radical new departure by the 

United States that would require an expensive Soviet response at a time of deep economic 

crisis.”104 Gates claims that perhaps in the end it was the “idea” of SDI, more than the 

actual program itself, that caused the greatest problem for the Soviet Union. All of 

Reagan’s bellicose statements and military posturing, coupled with a new program that 

would shift the United States from deterrence to defense and therefore affect Soviet 

strategic standing, had to concern the Kremlin.  

Vladislav Zubok argues that the Soviet reaction to SDI was “far more ambiguous” 

than many in the United States believed. According to Zubok, from the Soviet 
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perspective “there was no feeling of impending doom in political and military circles. A 

panel of scientists and experts on arms control negotiations, headed by physicist Yevgeny 

Velikhov, concluded that Reagan’s SDI initiative probably did not require immediate 

countermeasures.”105 The panel concluded that, because SDI was only in the research and 

development phase, it would still be many years before the possible deployment of a 

workable system. While the idea of SDI was troublesome and could pose future 

problems, there was no immediate strategic threat.   

What made Soviet military planners and scientists most apprehensive were the 

offshoots of a research and development program like SDI. Zubok points out that the 

Soviets recognized SDI research could lead the US to develop “new military 

technologies,” and to this end Defense Minister Ustinov “took an energetic interest in the 

SDI problem.”106 The Soviet leadership had already been grappling with the lag in 

technology, especially in computers, during this period. The possibility of unknown 

future technologies derived from SDI posed a more viable threat to Soviet security than 

the possibility of a working missile defense system. 

Paul Nitze, who had been the head of many US arms control delegations, 

including the halted INF group, contended that the Soviets did not want to prevent the 

militarization of space; their goal, he argued, was to prevent the United States from 

researching, developing, and eventually deploying a strategic defense system that would 

render their missiles obsolete and possibly make them vulnerable to a first-strike attack. 

He claims that the Soviets actually “had placed many more satellites in space than had we 
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and they were the only nation in the world with an operational anti-satellite system. In the 

early seventies, the Soviets had successfully tested their co-orbital ASAT [anti-satellite 

weapons] interceptor.”107 The Soviets were concerned about the new level of competition 

SDI would pose and the possibility that it would make many of their systems obsolete. 

The Soviets had serious anxiety about SDI being used to shield the United States after a 

first-strike nuclear attack. As Nitze contends, the Soviets themselves had “militarized” 

space, but SDI was a new level of space weaponry that they were determined to fight at 

every turn.  

There were several incidents from September through November 1983 that caused 

Reagan to rethink his policies toward the Soviet Union. Some of these events increased 

tensions, while others put nuclear issues into better perspective. The INF negotiations 

continued with little progress. Adding fuel to the fire, during the night of August 31–

September 1, 1983, a Soviet fighter pilot shot down civilian flight, Korean Airlines 007, 

which had mistakenly entered Soviet airspace, killing all 269 on board. Reagan and the 

international community were outraged and horrified by this disaster and incensed by the 

Soviet government’s inability to admit that a tragic and inexcusable error had been made 

by one of its military commanders. George Shultz was scheduled to meet Andrei 

Gromyko shortly after this incident, on September 8, at a Conference on Security and 

Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) assembly. Rather than cancel the appointment, Shultz 

kept this meeting and used the time with the Soviet foreign minister to berate him for the 

actions of his government regarding the shootdown and loss of innocent lives.108  
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 Then, on November 2, 1983, a NATO military exercise, codenamed Able Archer, 

began. This exercise simulated a nuclear command release scenario to test a new allied 

communication system and procedures to be used in the event of a nuclear war. Able 

Archer involved NATO forces from Scandinavia to the Mediterranean Sea and was larger 

than previous “war games” conducted by NATO. During Able Archer, Soviet and 

Warsaw Pact intelligence posts, which monitored NATO activities in Europe, reported to 

the Soviet leadership about increased NATO activity all over Europe. Because of the 

tense atmosphere between Washington and Moscow, the Soviets mistakenly perceived 

the Able Archer exercise as a possible nuclear first strike on the Soviet Union by the 

United States. Many historians argue that the dangerous situation caused by Able Archer 

was the closest the United States and the Soviet Union came to nuclear war other than the 

Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962.  

During Able Archer, Colonel Oleg Gordievsky, the London KGB Station Chief, 

who was recruited in 1975 by British Intelligence MI6 to become a double agent, was the 

primary source of information for the British and United States regarding attitudes and 

reactions in Moscow. According to Gordievsky, the Soviet war plan for launching a 

nuclear strike involved doing so under the guise of a military exercise. Since this was the 

Soviets’ plan, they believed the United States and NATO could employ the same 

strategy, thus their scrutiny of NATO exercises. In his memoir, Gordievsky recounts that 

on the night of November 8 or 9 (he could not remember which) the center in Moscow 

sent flash telegrams to KGB stations throughout Europe warning of a possible nuclear 

first strike by NATO forces or the United States. The unusual nature of Able Archer in 

comparison to previous exercises had put the Soviets on high alert. The center wanted the 
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stations to gather any information about a possible nuclear attack and asked the stations 

to closely monitor all NATO activities watching for anything out of the ordinary. Anxiety 

in Moscow had reached an all-time high.  

On November 11, 1983, Able Archer ended without incident. However, 

Gordievsky’s reports showed Reagan and others in his administration that the 

apprehension coming from Moscow regarding the possibility of a US first strike was real 

and not part of an elaborate Soviet mind game. Reagan was shocked in early 1984 when 

reading CIA reports about Able Archer that the Soviet leadership actually believed the 

US would consider initiating a nuclear war. This incident was a definite factor in 

encouraging him to start serious arms control negotiations with the Soviet Union.109  

 But progress in arms control was put on hold again. The INF negotiations had 

stalled, and in November 1983, the first US deployments of Pershing II missiles arrived 

in West Germany. Shultz contends that “the logic was simple: we had to deploy our 

missiles in allied European territory to pressure the Soviets to remove their own missiles 

already targeted on Europe.”110 As a result of the US deployments, on November 24, the 

Soviets walked out of the INF negotiations in protest. The simultaneous negotiations that 

were occurring in Geneva over conventional weapons forces and Strategic Arms 

Reductions (START), both also broke for holidays in December with no set resumption 

dates.111  

The year 1983 proved to be a decisive one in Soviet-American relations, with 

tensions mounting over numerous issues. Despite his inflammatory rhetoric about the 
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evils of the Soviet system and his strategic shift to “squeeze” the communists, Reagan 

understood the only way he could achieve his goal of eliminating or vastly reducing 

nuclear weapons was through constructive arms reductions with the Soviet Union. During 

the first three years of his administration, he had made it clear that he would only enter 

negotiations when the United States was in a position of strength. By the end of 1983 and 

start of 1984, Reagan believed the United States had achieved this position. 

 

Setting a New Course: The Speech on Soviet-American Relations 

Reagan’s January 16, 1984, address on the status of US-Soviet relations was a 

major attempt to set a new tone and re-establish negotiations with the Soviet Union in the 

wake of 1983, the year of the missile. Reagan wrote in his diary about the speech, “I went 

live on TV worldwide with an address on Soviet-U.S. relations.… The speech was 

carefully crafted by all of us to counter Soviet propaganda that we are not sincere in 

wanting arms reductions or peace. It was low key & held the door open to the Soviets if 

they mean what they say about having peace to walk in.”112 Jack Matlock wrote the draft 

of Reagan’s speech, focusing on four main areas: arms control, regional disputes, 

bilateral relations, and human rights. This became known as the administration’s “four-

part agenda” in dealing with the Soviet Union.113  

Matlock recounts the month-long evolution of this speech and describes Reagan’s 

reaction to the preliminary draft. In a meeting with Mike Deaver, deputy chief of staff, 

and Richard Darman, assistant to the chief of staff, Matlock was told that the president 

thought the speech was too “pedestrian” and that “in Reagan’s mind, the draft contained 
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nothing more than what he had been saying all along.” According to Matlock, “What [the 

president] didn’t understand was the degree to which his intentions had been 

misinterpreted and misunderstood by much of the public” and the Soviet leadership. The 

speech was designed to be a straightforward outline of the administration’s policy toward 

the Soviet Union. While this may have been nothing new to the president, his aides 

recognized the need to publicly present the administration’s positions vis-à-vis the Soviet 

Union in an unambiguous manner. Deaver and Darman both commented that the draft 

was the most cohesive and coherent speech from the administration on US-Soviet 

relations.114  

Anthony Dolan, a speechwriter for Reagan, wrote in an internal White House 

memo that the speech should not be received as a “divergence from the president’s 

unequivocal candor about the Soviet Union and its international activities.”115 One of the 

main problems in crafting the speech was how to send a message to the Soviets that the 

administration was ready to open frank discussion, without making the speech sound as if 

the president was reversing his views on the Soviet Union and its system of government. 

The speech was designed to stress the president’s peace initiatives and his “moderation in 

international matters.” Dolan stressed that it would be a problem if the press viewed the 

content of the speech as the president backtracking on his positions regarding the Soviet 

Union. He hoped the speech would not cause the administration to have to reiterate its 

tough line with the Soviet Union and reaffirm the president’s “view of the Soviet Union 
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as an evil empire… for tactical purposes this is exactly the point he does not want to have 

to emphasize at the moment.”116  

This speech began with a justification of Reagan’s military buildup and why 

strengthening America’s deterrent capability was necessary.117 It addressed the 

differences in the Soviet and American systems but stressed that, differences aside, there 

were common goals that both sides must work toward, namely, reducing the levels of 

nuclear weapons and avoiding war. “Deterrence and peaceful competition” and “greater 

cooperation and understanding” were mentioned several times. Reagan set out three 

guiding principles for improving the Soviet-American relationship: realism, strength, and 

dialogue. Realism meant an acknowledgment of “a long-term competition with a 

government that does not share our notions of individual liberties at home or peaceful 

change abroad.” Next, Reagan continued that strength was “essential to negotiate 

successfully and protect our interests. If we’re weak, we can do neither” and further 

explained that economic strength was as important as military power. And lastly, 

dialogue went hand-in-hand with realism and strength. The United States was “prepared 

to discuss problems that divide us and to work for practical, fair solutions on the basis of 

mutual compromise. We will never retreat from negotiations.” This last sentence 

obviously referred to the Soviet walkout of the INF negotiations in November 1983. The 

speech continued that it would be in the best interest of both parties if these and other 

arms control negotiations could resume.  
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As was previously mentioned, Reagan believed there had to be a better defense 

than deterrence and mutual assured destruction. He wanted a safer method to prevent 

war, stressing that negotiation was the first step in this process: “We want more than 

deterrence. We seek genuine cooperation. We seek progress for peace. Cooperation 

begins with communication.” And through this cooperation and communication he 

sought to achieve his biggest goal: “As I’ve said before, my dream is to see the day when 

nuclear weapons will be banished from the face of the Earth.” The speech concluded, “If 

the Soviet government wants peace, then there will be peace. Together we can strengthen 

peace, reduce the level of arms, and know in doing so that we have helped fulfill the 

hopes and dreams of those we represent and, indeed, of people everywhere. Let us begin 

now.”118 Reagan was ready to negotiate, and this seminal speech was meant to indicate 

his readiness to talk with the Soviet leadership.  

 

Resuming Arms Control Talks 

Ambassador Dobrynin had kept in regular contact with Shultz, even after the 

Soviet walkout from INF negotiations. Shultz also met with Foreign Minister Gromyko 

on a few occasions between January 1984 and January 1985. The main goal of these 

meetings was to restart the arms control talks in Geneva. While little progress was made 

on negotiations until January 1985, the problems SDI caused for resuming negotiations 

and the stress the program caused during these meetings affected later progress in arms 

talks. Because the Soviets viewed SDI as an attempt to militarize space, they insisted that 

SDI be included in a new category of arms control talks. This position presented 
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difficulties in resuming the arms control process, and understanding these problems 

provides more insight into Soviet apprehension of SDI in general. While in Stockholm 

for the Conference on Confidence- and Security-Building Measures and Disarmament in 

Europe (CDE) meeting in January 1984, Shultz met with Gromyko. After meeting for 

several hours, the only concrete result was a general agreement that relations needed to 

be improved. It appeared as if progress could be made in the areas of chemical weapons 

and conventional force reductions.119 However, the most important arms control issues—

START and INF—were at an impasse.  

At the same time as the CDE meeting, a US congressional delegation was visiting 

Moscow. Dr. Lawrence Horowitz, assistant to Senator Edward Kennedy, met with Vadim 

Zagladin, first deputy chief of the International Department of the CPSU, on January 19. 

Zagladin began the meeting with a harsh diatribe about Reagan and the mounting 

complications in the US-Soviet relationship. Then, according to Horowitz, Zagladin’s 

tone changed completely. He asked if a message could be delivered to the White House 

that the Soviet leadership thought progress could be made on negotiations regarding 

chemical weapons. The hope was that through this process perhaps negotiations on other 

topics could begin and “start us on the right road.”120 This was the same message 

Gromyko had delivered to Shultz in their Stockholm meeting.  
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Horowitz also met with the physicist Yevgeny Velikhov,121 and they specifically 

discussed ballistic missile defense (BMD). Velikhov stated that the Soviets had studied 

BMD technology and found it feasible but very expensive. He reiterated the main Soviet 

argument against the SDI program: that it would give nuclear first-strike capabilities to 

the United States. Horowitz said Velikhov expressed “grave concern” over the US 

program, explaining that “no defensive system could be a hundred percent effective, but 

if a nation built one it could launch a first strike confident that the BMD would limit 

damage from a retaliatory strike to acceptable proportions.”122 The Soviets were using 

every opportunity to challenge SDI and missile defenses. After returning to Washington, 

Horowitz reported on this meeting to Jack Matlock and then-Deputy National Security 

Advisor John Poindexter, while the messages from Zagladin were relayed through other 

administration officials. 

On February 9, 1984, General Secretary Yuri Andropov died, and Konstantin 

Chernenko became the third Soviet general secretary since Reagan took office in January 

1981. Chernenko did not offer hope for great changes or new initiatives in the Soviet 

Union. Dobrynin writes that Chernenko was “the most feeble and unimaginative Soviet 

leader of the last two decades” and was deliberately chosen by the Politburo to be a 

transitional figure.123 While in Moscow for Andropov’s funeral, Vice President George 

H. W. Bush and others in the US delegation met with the Soviet leadership. Bush 
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conveyed the message to the new Soviet leader that Reagan was ready to begin a “real 

dialogue.”124 

While in Moscow for the funeral, Matlock met with Vadim Zagladin and, 

acknowledging the message sent through Dr. Horowitz, agreed that “elbow room” was 

vital to prevent a direct confrontation between the superpowers.125 Matlock believed an 

agreement could be concluded on chemical weapons, and he pressed forward on the 

issues of START and INF but with no results. Matlock stressed that the international 

department should carefully study Reagan’s January 16 speech, as it “reflects the 

President’s considered views about the direction he would like the relationship to move.” 

He emphasized his belief that the Soviets misunderstood Reagan, who “is genuinely a 

man of peace and understands clearly the necessity of the US and USSR managing their 

inevitable ideological rivalry peacefully.” Of course, Reagan did not like “communism 

and is profoundly disturbed by many Soviet policies and actions.” However, Matlock 

claims that the president was willing to open a dialogue and address these problems and 

concerns in a way which would not threaten either US or Soviet security.126 Zagladin 

agreed that it was necessary for each side to keep the interests of the other in mind, and 

with this a new start might be possible.  

From February 1984 to January 1985, Shultz and Dobrynin continued to meet in 

order to move the arms control process forward. During an April 1984 meeting, they 

discussed space weapons and arms control. Shultz’s memo on the conversation states that 
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the Soviet ambassador held firm on START and INF, claiming that progress on INF 

could begin when the United States withdrew its missiles from Europe.127 Shultz notes 

that in other arms control areas Dobrynin showed interest in opening talks regarding 

chemical weapons and conventional weapons reductions.  

 Their discussion of outer space is most critical for this dissertation. Shultz 

proposed using the recently re-established private diplomatic channel128 between the 

White House and the Kremlin to explore different options regarding the uses of outer 

space, instead of discussing these issues in a public forum.129 Dobrynin agreed that this 

was feasible. He noted that it was vital for discussions to begin on space weapons 

because it “could become the most dangerously destabilizing factor in our 

relationship.”130 Both sides agreed to work on a mutually acceptable way to organize 

discussions of outer space.  

Dobrynin recalls that during two meetings on June 20 and July 3, he and Shultz 

went through and made an “inventory of all our problems.” The main issues were 

“nuclear arms control, ratification of past arms agreements, talks on a complete nuclear 

test ban, banning weapons from outer space, major ABM systems, the Stockholm 

conference… limiting naval weapons, banning chemical warfare, improving the hot 

line.”131 This “laundry list” provided for a useful discussion between Shultz and 

Dobrynin and a better understanding of the current status of each side’s position. Even 
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with these high-level meetings, no formal decisions were made on resuming arms control 

negotiations until January 1985.  

 One positive step forward in Soviet-American relations occurred when Gromyko 

finally met with Reagan in the White House in September 1984. Shultz learned that 

Gromyko would be in New York in September for a visit to the United Nations, and 

Gromyko put out several “feelers” about a possible meeting with Reagan. Shultz 

suggested to the president that the Soviet foreign minister should be invited to the White 

House but did not expect a quick response from the president. But he got one, when 

Reagan replied, “It’s the right thing to do. Try to work it out.”132 Gromyko visited the 

White House on September 28, 1984—the first time the foreign minister had visited since 

the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, five years earlier.  

 Gromyko met Reagan for several hours on September 28, 1984, and also met 

Shultz the next day for several more hours of talks. Reagan began the meeting by 

discussing “America’s hope for peace and explain[ing] why we saw the Soviet Union as a 

threat to those hopes” and why it was important to find some framework for resuming 

arms control talks.133 Gromyko’s main concern in the resumption of talks was that the 

topic of space weapons would be “relegated to the sidelines.” Reagan assured him that 

they could work out a formula for separate sets of negotiation on all issues that each side 

deemed necessary.  

Matlock claims that the “psychological” impact of this meeting was perhaps most 

important. Reagan and Gromyko were able to meet and “talk to each other as responsible 

political leaders who shared an interest in finding a way to end the arms race, although 
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they could agree on little else.”134 To Shultz, these meetings marked a turning point in 

Soviet- American relations because the Soviets finally “wanted to talk to us, perhaps 

seriously.”135 While the meeting itself did not result in any concrete agreements, it was a 

breakthrough of sorts. Reagan finally had a face-to-face meeting with a Politburo 

member. While they disagreed on many issues, they were able to agree that both sides 

needed to find a way back to the arms control talks. For Gromyko, it was likely that by 

this time, September 1984, the Soviet leadership had accepted Reagan’s re-election as 

inevitable. If they were going to be forced to deal with another four years of this 

administration, it would be beneficial to set the tone early and try to enter negotiations on 

Soviet terms.  

After a few months of preparation, a meeting was arranged between Shultz and 

Gromyko in Geneva for January 1985 to set the agenda for a new round of arms talks. 

Dobrynin, who was present at the meetings, claims that the Politburo sent Gromyko with 

specific instructions to do everything in his power to “obtain the clearest possible 

commitment that the talks would aim at banning space weapons and be linked with the 

negotiations on nuclear weapons.”136 This Soviet “linkage” between space weapons, INF, 

and START is a critical to understanding the course of arms control and nuclear 

disarmament negotiations in the years to come. Up until this point, negotiations had not 

been so intertwined. The Politburo insisted on the linkage, hoping this would stop SDI in 

its tracks by “making it impossible for the Americans to avoid discussing space 
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weapons.”137 With all negotiations contingent on each other, agreements would prove 

difficult to achieve.  

Shultz, of course, had a drastically different agenda, focused on reduction of 

offensive ballistic missiles and an overall reduction the number of nuclear weapons. 

Weinberger and other hardliners in the administration wanted to refuse to even consider 

talks with the Soviets on space weapons because they feared that these diplomatic moves 

would halt the SDI program altogether. After heated internal discussions, Reagan realized 

that space would have to be on the agenda, but he told Shultz to “proceed without 

surrendering anything.”138 

 During their meetings, Gromyko argued against the defensive nature of SDI, 

reasoning that it would provide the United States with first-strike capability and then a 

defensive shield against a Soviet counterattack. This had been the main thrust of Soviet 

objections to SDI from the start. Shultz fought hard against the concept of linkage, but 

Gromyko prevailed,as Dobrynin can testify: “I witnessed the whole process, and I can 

report that Gromyko displayed enviable perseverance in carrying out his instructions.”139 

The Soviets had achieved their goal, and SDI and space weapons were now on the arms 

control and disarmament agenda.  

Shultz believed he had achieved a workable agenda “with all the arms control 

issues under one umbrella. Offense and defense would be considered together: allowing 

us to use the leverage of SDI to press them to reduce sharply their offensive weapons. 
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This would be a long and bitter negotiation, but, to a degree, structure was substance.”140 

After much haggling between the two sides, the following statement was released: 

The sides agree that the subject of the negotiations will be a complex of questions 
concerning space and nuclear arms, both strategic and intermediate range, with all 
questions considered and resolved in their interrelationship. The objective of 
these negotiations will be to work out effective agreements aimed at preventing 
an arms race in space and terminating it on earth, at limiting and reducing nuclear 
arms, and at strengthening strategic stability. 

The negotiations will be conducted by a delegation from each side, divided into 
three groups. The sides believe that ultimately the forthcoming negotiations, just 
as efforts in general to limit and reduce arms should lead to the complete 
elimination of nuclear arms everywhere.141 

 

The Nuclear and Space Talks (NST) were set to begin in Geneva in March 1985. 

However, the day before the new round of talks were to open, Konstantin Chernenko 

died, and Mikhail Gorbachev became General Secretary of the Soviet Union.  
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Chapter Two 
 

The Beginning of a New Era: Gorbachev, the New Thinking, and the Geneva Summit 
 
 

Mikhail Gorbachev was elected General Secretary of the Communist Party of the 

Soviet Union on March 11, 1985. During his first few months in power, domestic 

concerns and initiating internal reforms to address them took precedence over foreign 

policy. Gorbachev recognized the need for a new strategy to reform the Soviet economy 

and to improve life in the Soviet Union, and this became his immediate priority. 

However, the correlation between foreign and domestic policies could not be ignored by 

the new Soviet leader and his advisors. Gorbachev wrote, “There is probably no need to 

prove that perestroika and the fundamental reform of both our economic and political 

systems would have been impossible without the corresponding changes in Soviet foreign 

policy.”142 He understood that internal reforms would have a greater chance of success if 

they were coupled with simultaneous foreign policy efforts to change the position and 

perceptions of the Soviet Union on the world stage. The main goal of this chapter is to 

explain the “new thinking” in foreign policy by examining how and why this new 

thinking emerged; how the new thinking became connected to perestroika and 

Gorbachev’s overall reform efforts; and how Gorbachev’s more sensible and realistic 

approach to foreign policy, especially in relation to the United States, the West, and the 

arms race, developed and led him to meet Reagan at the Geneva Summit in November 

1985.  

Several scholars who have written about the Gorbachev era, such as Robert 

English and Archie Brown, have argued that the roots of the new thinking had been under 
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the surface in a dormant state for many intellectuals in the Soviet Union.143 The new 

thinking manifested itself once Gorbachev came to power because with his rise to the 

general secretariat many “new thinkers” and reformers moved into positions of influence 

and power within the Soviet system. With Gorbachev came a new, younger generation of 

Soviet leaders with fresh ideas and different historical precedents than the older 

generation. The effects of Stalinism and the Great Patriotic War had saturated the 

thinking of the older generation. This innate hostility toward the West that had grown 

since the end of WWII, coupled with the need for greater defenses against any potential 

threats, pushed the older generation to build and strengthen the Soviet Union at any cost. 

This led to increased military budgets and the development of heavy industry at the cost 

of consumer goods and general living standards.  

Gorbachev and some in the younger generation had different ideas about 

communism and how the Soviet Union could succeed. They came of age as party 

members during the era of Khrushchev’s Secret Speech, attempts at de-Stalinization in 

1956, and the doctrine of “peaceful coexistence.” At the time, this younger generation 

hoped that the system might change for the better, but were disappointed by the Soviet 

repression of Poland and Hungary in 1956 and of  Prague in 1968. When Gorbachev 

ascended to power in March 1985, members of this younger generation—these “new 

thinkers”—rose with him and were placed in positions of influence. Along with 

Gorbachev and the new thinkers came glasnost, or openness, which allowed individuals 
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to more freely discuss ideas and ways to change and improve the system without the 

imminent threat of exile, imprisonment, or death.  

To enact the reforms Gorbachev proposed and move the Soviet Union in a new 

direction, sweeping changes to the Soviet bureaucratic system were necessary but were 

met with resistance on many fronts. Politically, reforming such an entrenched system 

would not be easy, but Gorbachev and his closest advisors recognized this as a necessary 

step for perestroika and the new thinking in foreign policy to have any chance of success. 

On the foreign policy front, Gorbachev needed to replace personnel and get the 

diplomatic corps moving in the same direction as his new thinking. More importantly, he 

needed for them to begin believing in the changes that he wanted to institute. This, of 

course, took time and involved personnel turnover in the Foreign Ministry and in other 

organizations that dealt with foreign policy, Western Europe, and the United States.   

Economic concerns were a pivotal issue for Gorbachev because improving the 

economic situation was linked to fixing many of the other problems in the Soviet Union. 

During the March 11, 1985, Politburo meeting when he was elected, Gorbachev stated: 

“We are living through a very complex and transformative time. Our economy needs 

more dynamism. This dynamism is necessary for our democracy, for the development of 

our foreign policy.… I see my task first of all in looking for new solutions, for ways to 

move our country forward, for ways to increase the economic and defense power of the 

Motherland, and to improve the lives of our people together with you.”144 From his first 

day as General Secretary Gorbachev took up the task of making the Soviet Union a better 
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place for its citizens, and he worked tirelessly to find solutions to the numerous problems 

facing his country. As historian Vladislav Zubok aptly points out, Gorbachev’s agenda 

was different from those of previous Soviet leaders and was aimed at reforms that would 

“lead the country out of the dangerous deadlock of ‘stagnation.’”145 Gorbachev made the 

connection between the problems of the command economy, burdensome military 

spending, democratization, and technological growth from this early stage.  

This link became most apparent in relation to military spending and the arms race. 

Gorbachev understood the need to stop what he called the “debilitating arms race” in 

order to move Soviet foreign policy and the Soviet Union in a new direction.146 Spending 

on the arms race and in the military sector was largely unrestrained and needed to be 

controlled. Brown notes that one of Gorbachev’s greatest challenges was “to put an end 

to the… excessive militarization of the Soviet economy.”147 If military expenditures 

could be diverted toward the domestic economy, Gorbachev and his advisors believed 

they could improve the economic situation in the Soviet Union.  

However, to achieve this goal without threatening the security of the Soviet 

Union, Gorbachev needed better relations with the United States and the West and 

needed real arms control agreements. He anticipated that a new level of cooperation with 

the West would facilitate a reduction in spending on nuclear weapons and the arms race. 

Diverting this money into the domestic infrastructure, improving technological resources, 

and making consumer goods more readily available could be most easily achieved by 
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promoting greater cooperation with the West. Therefore, arms control and foreign policy 

became inextricably linked to Gorbachev’s overall domestic reform program. 

Gorbachev did not make any immediate changes to Soviet positions on arms 

control or on the Strategic Defense Initiative upon assuming power. The Nuclear and 

Space Talks (NST) began in Geneva that same week, and Gorbachev needed time to 

assess the Soviet positions and develop a coherent policy toward SDI and the arms race. 

While agreements on already existing missiles, like INF and strategic offensive weapons, 

were vital to Gorbachev’s plan, stopping the development of SDI and preventing a new 

arms race in space became a major component of this strategy. SDI presented major 

problems for Gorbachev and his advisors for several reasons that will be analyzed later in 

this chapter.  

Aside from the pressing nature of domestic reforms, Gorbachev needed to 

determine how to deal with Reagan and whether a summit with the American president 

would be in the best interest of the Soviet Union. As was customary, a US delegation, 

including Vice President Bush and Secretary of State Shultz, attended Chernenko’s 

funeral and met with Gorbachev and other Soviet leaders during their stay in Moscow. 

During this meeting, Bush delivered the first of many letters from Reagan to Gorbachev. 

This letter expressed the hope that the two leaders could meet and “develop a more stable 

and constructive relationship” in order to work “toward our common ultimate goal of 

eliminating nuclear weapons.”148 The delegation pushed for a meeting with Reagan and 

negotiations, but nothing more concrete. Gorbachev acknowledged that the Soviet Union 
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was “ready to promote good relations with Washington if it felt likewise.”149 He assured 

Bush that the Soviet Union had never had plans to or the intention of attacking the United 

States and expressed his hope that NST negotiations would be productive. Dobrynin, who 

was present at the meeting, categorized the discussion as “frank and lively.” Gorbachev 

was perhaps expecting a more substantial discussion with Bush and Shultz. The notes 

from the March 15 meeting of CPSU secretaries show that Gorbachev was largely 

unimpressed by the American delegation sent to Chernenko’s funeral, as he assessed the 

meeting with Bush and Shultz as “quite mediocre.”150  

Dobrynin claims that the topic of a meeting with Reagan was “actively debated” 

in the Kremlin. In a good example of how Gorbachev differed from previous Soviet 

leaders and was attempting to move the Soviet Union forward, he took a different stance 

on summitry, one that differed greatly from many in the previous leadership, most 

notably Gromyko. Gorbachev believed that a high-level summit could be held without 

the goal of a serious agreement. He argued instead that a summit was necessary “to get to 

know Reagan and his plans, and, most important, to launch a personal dialogue with the 

American president.”151 To wait until an amenable arms control agreement was ready, 

Gorbachev maintained, could delay the meeting by several years. He believed that 

personal contacts were necessary and that developing a relationship with the American 

president could move the arms control process forward in a new way.  

Politburo member Aleksandr Yakovlev was asked to prepare a memo for 

Gorbachev on Reagan, highlighting the pros and cons for a meeting with the US 
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president and his general impressions of Reagan.152 In the letter Bush delivered to 

Gorbachev, Reagan had proposed that Gorbachev visit him in Washington at his earliest 

convenience. In this March 12 memo, Yakovlev assured Gorbachev that a meeting with 

Reagan would be in the “national interest” of the Soviet Union, but only with 

preconditions. The Soviets should not hastily agree to a meeting so as to not “help create 

an impression that it is Reagan solely, who pushes the buttons of world development.”153  

Yakovlev outlined the main goals for a summit meeting with Reagan—if and 

when one were to occur. He agreed with Gorbachev that a meeting with the president 

would allow him “to get a personal impression of the American leader.” Second, 

Gorbachev would need to convey “that the USSR is genuinely prepared to negotiate” 

with the United States on all fronts; however, the Soviet Union was not prepared to yield 

on issues that would adversely affect its national security and national interests. 

According to Yakovlev, real opportunities existed to work with the United States, but 

American policymakers should understand that “the world does not end with the USA,” 

and that Soviet interests must be taken into account during negotiations.154  

In his memo on Reagan, Yakovlev underscored the point that, politically and on 

the international scene, Reagan had nothing to lose with the summit proposal. Yakovlev 

argued that Reagan took little political risk in asking for a meeting with Gorbachev. If the 

new Soviet leadership refused, Reagan could have then argued that he made the effort 

and attempted to extend a hand in negotiations. However, if the Soviets and Americans 
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met and the meeting was considered a failure, Reagan also would have the upper hand. 

The president could then have contended that “the Russians are uncooperative, as 

always.”155 Yakovlev's main point was that Gorbachev’s reaction to Reagan’s invitation 

could do much to change the impression promoted by the United States that the Soviets 

were generally uncooperative. Gorbachev had the power to turn the tables on Reagan 

with a shift in Soviet policy. If the new leader chose to meet with Reagan, a course of 

action Yakovlev strongly recommended, not just in haste, then the United States would 

lose this constant retort of the “uncooperativeness” of the Soviet Union.  

Another factor Yakovlev examined was Western Europe and the NATO alliance. 

He argued that while improving Soviet-American relations was an important step, 

perhaps it could be best achieved by first focusing on the relations with Western Europe. 

If better ties with Western Europe could be cultivated, then international pressure and the 

recognition that their allies were improving relations with the Soviets would force the 

United States to work toward promoting better relations and toward more productive 

negotiations. Yakovlev went further and suggested that the Soviet leadership “undertake 

a certain re-orientation of our foreign policy in terms of gradually and consistently 

developing relations with Western Europe, Japan, and China.”156 The Soviets should be 

working on all fronts to improve their position on the world stage, especially after 

incidents like the KAL 007 shootdown and the invasion of Afghanistan. The new 

leadership wanted—and needed—to move in a new direction, and improving relations on 

all fronts was crucial.  
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In an April 7, 1985, diary entry, Chernyaev expressed agreement with Yakovlev 

on this issue and stressed the importance of working in the “West European direction.”157 

Gorbachev successfully met with British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher during the 

previous year, and in October 1985 would meet with French President François 

Mitterrand. Turning toward Western Europe could push the US-Soviet relationship 

forward, and this would later come to fruition with Gorbachev’s 1988 idea of the 

“common European home.” In the 1985 memo, however, Yakovlev was quick to point 

out that, while focusing on improving relations with Western Europe should be a key 

component to the new foreign policy strategy of Gorbachev, “this should not lead to a 

decreasing attention to US-Soviet relations in their substance, but to the contrary—they 

should be given increased attention.”158 In other words, improving relations with Western 

European countries and NATO allies could only help in improving relations with the 

United States.  

As Soviet ambassador to the United States, Dobrynin was in a unique position to 

help Gorbachev understand the American stance and develop a coherent Soviet policy 

that would seek to move relations forward. Understanding the American stance hinged on 

understanding Reagan’s real intentions. Dobrynin claims that, in his first meeting with 

Gorbachev after his election, they established that the goal of “normalizing and 

broadening our relations with Washington” was high on Gorbachev’s list of priorities. As 

Soviet ambassador to the United States, Dobrynin was tasked with pushing for better 

terms with the American administration so that a summit could occur sooner rather than 
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later. During their meeting, Gorbachev plied Dobrynin with questions about Reagan’s 

personality. Was Reagan “just hopeless?” Was he “an anti-communist fanatic or a 

pragmatist?” And most importantly, “Could one come to terms with him or would it be 

worthless to try?”159 Gorbachev was trying to grasp whether or not Reagan was as harsh 

as he appeared from his public rhetoric and statements, and if perhaps underneath 

Reagan’s hardline veneer there was a real statesman and leader that Gorbachev could 

deal with on a more personal level. 

Ambassador Dobrynin would also be, at least at first, the primary mode of 

communicating Gorbachev’s “new thinking” to the American leadership. In his memoirs, 

Dobrynin recollects that he first became aware of the “new thinking” in Gorbachev’s 

foreign policy during the April 1985 CPSU plenum. In his private meeting with the new 

general secretary after the plenum, Dobrynin described two ideas that stood out. First, 

was Gorbachev’s belief that the Soviet Union “could not gain victory ‘over imperialism’ 

by force of arms, nor could we solve our domestic problems without ending the arms 

race.”160 Dobrynin recognized this as an ideological shift for Gorbachev, because until 

then, one of the most hallowed tenets of Soviet communism was the firm belief that 

eventually their system would defeat and destroy the imperialists. Gorbachev’s 

acknowledgment that war with the West was not a viable option went even further into 

“revisionism” of communist principles than Khrushchev’s peaceful coexistence by 

pushing for a greater reduction in weapons. This is not to say that since Stalin other 

Soviet leaders were planning direct, impending attacks against the “imperialist” nations; 
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however, this was an ideological tenet that the Soviet leaders had all shared, but which 

Gorbachev was now shedding.  

The second part of this statement related to the arms race and perestroika shows 

Gorbachev’s commitment to improving the domestic situation in the Soviet Union 

through arms control agreements. Reining in military spending and stopping the arms 

race were main components of Gorbachev’s plan to restructure the Soviet economy. The 

second idea that stood out for Dobrynin during this meeting involved reducing both 

Soviet and American troop levels in Europe. According to Dobrynin, Gorbachev 

reasoned that a reduction in troop levels on both sides would be a great step in easing 

“international tension.”161 This also worked hand-in-hand with Gorbachev’s plan to 

reduce military spending and the burdensome cost of retaining troops in these areas. If 

one argued, as Gorbachev did, that war with the imperialists was no longer an option, 

then why should the Soviet Union and United States retain large numbers of troops in 

Europe?  

While these were all logical steps in Gorbachev’s plan, it is important to 

recognize the doctrinal shift that they represented for the Soviet leadership. As Dobrynin 

acknowledged, these first notions of the new thinking in foreign policy simply seemed 

rational to Gorbachev and represented a concrete means to an end—to achieve successful 

domestic reforms. Zubok takes the argument further, claiming that eventually foreign 

policy and the new thinking became more than a means to an end for domestic reforms. 

He points out that many in the old guard, still in the leadership in 1985, believed 

Gorbachev’s ideas and the new thinking were “mere rhetoric, at best an attractive 

propaganda slogan. They were wrong. The general secretary regarded foreign policy not 
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just as a tool to win breathing space for domestic reforms but as a vehicle for change.”162 

To push these changes forward, Gorbachev needed to gain full control over the foreign 

policy establishment by convincing  

the country’s collective leadership of the need to change. And the problem did not 
end there. The international agencies of the Central Committee, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the KGB and the foreign trade organizations were, as a rule, at 
least as conservative and ideologically “drilled” as most of the bureaucrats in our 
domestic administration. However, one must say that quite a few of our 
international analysts and experts supported the idea of change in foreign policy. 
One of my main tasks therefore became the promotion of these people to leading 
positions in foreign affairs.163 
 

Because the promotion of the new thinkers into crucial positions and changing the modes 

of thinking engrained in the Soviet bureaucratic system took some time, the new thinking 

in foreign policy did not truly take hold until later in 1986.  

Both Dobrynin and Chernyaev believe that a vital first step toward changing 

Soviet foreign policy was Gorbachev’s early maneuver to begin prying control and 

direction of foreign policy and the foreign policy establishment away from Andrei 

Gromyko. This had to be done delicately because it had been Gromyko who pushed for 

Gorbachev’s ascension to the post of General Secretary. As a first sign of change, 

Gorbachev began to use Boris Ponomarev, the Central Committee secretary for 

international party relations, as well as Foreign Minister Gromyko, for foreign policy 

guidance.164 Dobrynin claims that, while Gorbachev did not necessarily agree with or like 

Ponomarev, this move was made to show Gromyko that the general secretary had other 

options and sources for foreign policy guidance. Chernyaev points out that Ponomarev 
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and others of the old guard were still “weighed down with the old clichés and dogmas” 

unlike Gorbachev who was attempting to change the system.165 

 Gorbachev also began to utilize more fully the institutes and think tanks 

connected to the Soviet government, like the USA-Canada Institute, as sources for policy 

advice. As many new thinkers were already in good positions within these organizations, 

this provided Gorbachev with yet another source for new ideas and initiatives. 

Gorbachev’s shift away from Gromyko’s advice by using these other sources was proof 

to Dobrynin that “Gromyko’s monopoly on foreign policy was near its end.”166  

However, changes on the foreign policy front came more slowly than some 

hoped. In discussing the April plenum, Chernyaev describes Gorbachev’s speech on 

foreign policy as “flat” because at this stage his focus was domestic issues. While the 

domestic presentation was “energetic,” Chernyaev worried that even after some 

maneuvering Gorbachev had given way to Gromyko with this “standard report” on 

foreign policy.167 In other words, none of the new, innovative ideas that the advisors 

knew Gorbachev held were made public at this early stage. That was understandably 

disappointing to those who were ready to move down the new path. Andrei Grachev, who 

worked in the International Department of the Central Committee of the CPSU and as 

advisor to Gorbachev, admits that during the early months after his election, Gorbachev 

had no choice but “to rely upon the experience of Gromyko and accept his tutelage until 

he had managed to build a foreign policy team of his own.” Because of Gromyko’s 

longevity in this post, the Foreign Ministry had become his “exclusive territory,” and it 
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would have been exceedingly difficult for Gorbachev to “challenge him openly in that 

area” until he had consolidated more political power.168 

The major transformation in the foreign policy establishment came in early July 

1985, with the removal of Gromyko and the promotion of Eduard Shevardnadze to the 

post of foreign minister. While Gromyko was promoted to the largely ceremonial post of 

chairman of the Supreme Soviet, this move can only be viewed as the forced resignation 

from his position as foreign minister. The replacement of Gromyko signaled the first 

outward and visible shift to the international community of the new direction of 

Gorbachev’s foreign policy. Gorbachev had known Shevardnadze for many years and 

selected him because he was an “experienced, resilient person, capable of finding needed 

approaches to solving problems.”169 Shevardnadze writes in his memoirs that he was 

completely shocked by Gorbachev’s phone call asking him to serve as foreign minister 

because he had little international experience and was strictly focused on dealing with 

Georgian affairs. 

During the June 29 Politburo meeting, Shevardnadze was elected with a clear 

mandate to move the foreign ministry in a new direction. He described the situation as 

“extremely gloomy.… We in the Soviet leadership were acutely aware of the need for 

fundamental changes in policy and a quest for alternatives.”170 He understood the 

“practical realization of the new foreign policy strategy” was “closely linked with the 

efforts of perestroika and democratization of society and the whole country. Soviet 

diplomacy had to make a direct, effective contribution to the new conceptual approach in 
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the conduct of international affairs.”171 Shevardnadze worked in line with Gorbachev to 

move Soviet foreign policy in a new direction. The two new aims in foreign policy were 

to “curb the arms race and resolve security issues through peaceful means.” Both were in 

keeping with Gorbachev’s overall goals.172  

The power of the Soviet military-industrial complex was at the center of the 

country’s economic woes, and Gorbachev and Shevardnadze had to determine the best 

method to change its structure. Gorbachev needed to tackle the staggering scope of 

defense spending in the Soviet Union, as it related to his goals for increasing the 

availability of consumer goods, developing more current technology, and promoting 

general economic growth in other sectors. In an interview with Grachev, Gorbachev 

confessed that upon taking power, he and many in the leadership were unaware of the 

“monstrous size of the Soviet military-industrial complex.”173 During his time in the 

Politburo and then after becoming general secretary, Gorbachev recounts: 

I had enormous difficulty squeezing out of our military lobby genuine information 
about the amount of money being poured into this bottomless barrel. First of all, 
this was because the people in charge had got accustomed to not having to report 
to anybody about how the money was being used and they certainly did not want 
to sacrifice their privileged status. Secondly, quite often they themselves did not 
possess total information.174 

 
Paring down the behemoth of Soviet bureaucracy obviously met with great resistance on 

many fronts. Like his efforts to shuffle the bureaucracy of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

and replace cadres with people more aligned with his new thinking, these efforts were 

slow and difficult. While this dissertation will not address the intricacies of Soviet 
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military spending in detail,175 it is important to recognize that the burden of military 

spending affected Gorbachev’s foreign policy and reform efforts and how this related to 

SDI and arms control. 

Shevardnadze recognized that the military-industrial complex presented a major 

problem in curbing the arms race and steering foreign policy in this direction. He wrote, 

“In our economy only the military-industrial complex has operated at peak performance, 

thriving at the country’s expense, and has made it possible for the country to entertain 

illusions of its own might and power. But suddenly it has dawned on us that real power is 

something much more than nuclear warheads.”176 This “might and power” was going to 

completely shift if he and Gorbachev were able to reach arms control agreements with the 

United States.  

However, Shevardnadze, along with Gorbachev and the other new thinkers, made 

the determination that “real power” was not simply defined by numbers of nuclear 

weapons or by military power. This represented another major ideological shift in the 

Soviet leadership at this time. The idea that power could come from something other than 

military might and nuclear arsenals represented a stark change from the days of 

Khrushchev and the Cuban missile crisis. Although it was not mutually recognized until 

later, this was also an idea that resonated with President Reagan. 

 Arms control negotiations and the Strategic Defense Initiative certainly had an 

effect on Gorbachev’s thinking and the new direction that he and Shevardnadze were 
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attempting to move in foreign policy. When Gorbachev took the helm of the Soviet 

Union in March 1985, arms control negotiators and their advisors in the Foreign Ministry 

were working to impede the research and development of SDI by any means necessary 

through propaganda efforts and constant denunciations of the program at every 

opportunity. The Soviets were doing everything in their power to stop SDI. Gorbachev 

continued the Soviet denunciation of SDI and its ramifications for arms control and 

altering the strategic nuclear balance. He believed that instead of providing a credible 

defense, as Reagan claimed, the program would destabilize the nuclear balance and start 

a new arms race in space. 

However, Gorbachev’s opinions on arms control and a nuclear-free world were 

atypical in comparison to previous Soviet leaders. Khrushchev and Brezhnev had sought 

nuclear parity with the United States, if not nuclear superiority. But Gorbachev saw 

things differently. He saw the arms race as an unnecessary waste of money and resources, 

and he believed those resources could better serve the Soviet state and the Soviet people 

in other areas. More importantly, the catastrophic implications of a nuclear war, which he 

believed was unthinkable and absolutely unwinnable, were terribly burdensome to the 

new Soviet leader. He readily admitted a “moral revulsion when he realized his personal 

responsibility for the accumulation and possible use of nuclear weapons,” a revulsion so 

strong that during a routine nuclear exercise, Gorbachev “allegedly refused to press the 

nuclear button, ‘even for training purposes.’”177  

 Gorbachev had to come to terms with his personal responsibility for the Soviet 

nuclear arsenal, and in doing so he eventually proposed the most serious and sweeping 

arms control and arms reduction proposals between the United States and Soviet Union. 
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While some of these offers stemmed from his quest to barter with Reagan and halt SDI, 

in the end, the agreements that were made were consistent with the new pragmatism in 

Gorbachev’s overall foreign policy outlook, his views of Soviet relations with the West 

and the United States, and his desire to restrain the arms race.  

From Gorbachev’s perspective, he needed to begin working with Reagan to end 

the arms race, and SDI had the potential to do exactly the opposite by starting a new and 

costly arms race in space. With the goal of diminishing the nuclear burden, the 

militarization of space needed to be prevented at all costs. Adding a new component of 

space weapons, be it offensive as the Soviet Union claimed or defensive as the United 

States claimed, was unacceptable to the Soviet leader. In his mind, he and Reagan needed 

to work jointly toward stopping the spread of nuclear weapons and their increase in 

numbers. SDI was only going to further burden the world with an increase in nuclear 

weapons and create more potential nuclear problems. Because Gorbachev viewed SDI so 

differently from Reagan, this program caused consternation between the leaders during 

their summit meetings. Gorbachev held firm that this program needed to be stopped, not 

only to benefit the Soviet Union, but for the promotion of the anti-nuclear movement and 

the security of the entire world. 

With the US-Soviet Nuclear and Space Talks beginning in March 1985 in 

Geneva, the very same week as his election, Gorbachev initially told his Soviet team to 

utilize their current protocols. He concurrently began meeting with scientific and political 

advisors to try and understand the greater implications an SDI-type system could have for 

the Soviet Union and for arms control. It is important here to provide a brief explanation 
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of how the arms control decision-making process worked under Gorbachev and which 

groups he utilized to develop arms control directives and policies.  

In The Big Five: Arms Control and Decision-making in the Soviet Union, Nikolai 

Detinov and Aleksandr Savel’yev provide an insiders’ account of the arms control and 

decision-making process in the Soviet Union, examining in great detail the functions of 

the Big and Little Five.178 The Big Five was the main arms control planning group, 

reporting directly to the Politburo, and consisted of the leaders of the Ministry of 

Defense, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the KGB, the Central Committee, and the 

Military-Industrial Commission (VPK). The Little Five were specialists in their fields and 

were more of a working group that produced reports and made suggestions directly to the 

Big Five. The players in the Little Five changed more frequently, while the Big Five 

remained rather consistent.  

Detinov and Savel’yev describe the top-down approach that Gorbachev took in 

dealing with arms control, pointing out that now “the most important political problems 

were now usually solved at a higher level investigated at Gorbachev’s office with the 

participation of supreme leaders of the Defense and Foreign Affairs Ministries and of the 

other agencies.” After the overarching principles were determined at the highest level, 

implementation and details were then worked out within the Big Five and in the lower-

level groups. Gorbachev, they elucidate, took a more hands-on approach in this process 

than Brezhnev and past leaders. Therefore, both negotiating teams (the Big Five and the 

Little Five) had different tasks under Gorbachev, “to reproduce general political ideas 
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into concrete and well worked-out documents, which, in the final stage, fell within the 

guidelines set by and met the approval of the Politburo.”179  

 The Zaikov Commission was the group referenced above in “Gorbachev’s office” 

that worked out these larger political ideas and goals. Established by Gorbachev and 

headed by Lev Zaikov, whom Gorbachev officially named the Central Committee’s 

Secretary on Defense, this commission took the reins on arms control issues. Zaikov was 

a close advisor and ally of Gorbachev who had worked in the military-industrial sector 

and had “built a reputation based on the fact that he engaged on a personal level to share 

his arms control ideas and view… with Gorbachev.”180 Zaikov was known for his ability 

to “placate the skeptics, and then made sure that reformist allies would overwhelm [any] 

potential opposition.”181  

 Shevardnadze established a similar group to the Zaikov Commission in the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, called the Department on Arms Limitations and 

Disarmament, headed by Viktor Karpov. Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev was the lead on 

arms control from the Defense Ministry. Working through the Zaikov Commission and in 

conjunction with the Big Five, Gorbachev was able to use Zaikov as a buffer or “shock 

absorber” between the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to work 

out “useful compromises between the diplomats and the military.”182 Eventually, 

according to Grachev, tensions and disagreements between Shevardnadze in the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs and Akhromeyev as Chief of the General Staff escalated, forcing 
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Zaikov to “take sides.” This “usually resulted in his [Gorbachev’s] unofficial backing of 

Shevardnadze. Lev Zaikov was then charged to work on the wording and directives for 

the Soviet negotiators, in conformity with the position agreed upon with 

Shevardnadze.”183  

 The workings of the Zaikov Commission and the Big Five provide a vital 

component of this story. The role of the Big Five changed with the death of Dmitri 

Ustinov in late 1984. According to Detinov and Savel’yev, during the Brezhnev era with 

Ustinov as Defense Minister, decisions had been debated and discussed in the Big and 

Little Five working groups, with recommendations then moving up the chain to Brezhnev 

and the Politburo. Ustinov and the Ministry of Defense originated most, if not all, of the 

proposals and decisions related to arms control during this period. However, this changed 

drastically during the Gorbachev era. Arms control proposals then took a more top-down 

route, especially after the October 1986 Reykjavik Summit. Gorbachev had taken the 

helm during the planning of the Reykjavik directives and did so even more directly after 

the summit. 

 This is not to say that disagreements and opposition to Gorbachev’s arms control 

policies was nonexistent. Some members of the Soviet leadership, mostly hardliners in 

the military, did not appreciate the control the Zaikov Commission had gained over arms 

control. “Big Oleg” Baklanov’s opinion of the Zaikov Commission and how they 

conducted arms control policy was rather derogatory. As he recalled in an interview, “In 

general, on this question Gorbachev acted in ‘Gorbachev style.’ He set up a Politburo 

commission, put Zaikov at the helm as padding, and did what he needed to do through 
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Zaikov. In addition to Zaikov, Shevardnadze, the chief instigator of the senseless 

disarmament, formed part of the commission together with his negotiators.”184  

 Others, like Dmitri Yazov, who had been appointed new Minister of Defense after 

the May 1987 military purge, and KGB official Nikolai Leonov had similar opinions of 

Zaikov’s Commission and Gorbachev’s ability to use this body to achieve his goals. Both 

claimed that to influence Gorbachev on arms control issues, first, one had to go through 

Zaikov and the commission. While Yazov believed that a “certain tact” had to be used 

with Gorbachev regarding these matters, Leonov was more direct. According to Leonov, 

Shevardnadze “very often ended discussions on the commission by saying things like: 

‘We did not reach an agreement. I will report to Gorbachev and we’ll see what he says.’ 

And after that the question was settled in typical Gorbachev style. Any system of checks, 

any fight lost all meaning. If you raised an objection, you were heard out, but afterward 

the completely opposite decision was made.”185 

With the Zaikov Commission, the Big Five, Shevardnadze’s working group, and 

Akhromeyev and the general staff, Gorbachev was getting several different viewpoints 

and options for arms control proposals and positions. He was using Zaikov as the go-

between to work out a compromise position, one that most closely reflected the goals 

Gorbachev had initially set forth. Several examples of this will be examined in later 

chapters relating to compromises over INF, and this will demonstrate how Gorbachev 

effectively used the Zaikov Commission to push the positions he favored through the 

Soviet bureaucracy. 
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Along with these groups, Gorbachev also worked closely with his scientific 

advisors on arms control issues. Several scientists who were advising Gorbachev on 

technological advancements and arms control became a part of the core group of his 

advisors and the proponents for change in the Soviet system, namely Roald Sagdeev, 

Yevgeni Velikhov, and Andrei Kokoshin. These three men co-authored the pamphlet, 

Weaponry in Space, to outline the initial Soviet options to counter SDI in 1984. Kokoshin 

was an engineer by training and also had a PhD in political science. Sagdeev and 

Velikhov were physicists with close connections to Georgii Arbatov, head of the Soviet 

Academy of Science’s USA-Canada Institute and an influential advisor to Gorbachev. 

Velikhov had in fact been a member of Gorbachev’s delegation to England in 1984, and 

he was promoted by the General Secretary to the post of scientific advisor to the Kremlin 

after Gorbachev came to power.  

In his memoir, Roald Sagdeev recalls that he was returning to Moscow from a 

meeting between US and Soviet scientists in March 1983 when the team learned of 

Reagan’s SDI announcement. In a 1990 oral history interview with Don Oberdorfer, 

Velikhov, who attended this trip, describes the shock caused by Reagan’s 

announcement.186 A group of physicists and political scientists convened in Moscow and 

drafted a “conceptual response” to the new program. Sagdeev cites two main concerns for 

the SDI program: “First, technology would have to go a long way to achieve the goal.” 

And second, the strategic implications of SDI were worrisome.187  
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From the outset Velikhov, Sagdeev and Kokoshin doubted the feasibility of an 

SDI-type system and advised Gorbachev that small, inexpensive countermeasures could 

be taken that would make SDI vulnerable.188 The pamphlet, based on the findings of this 

group was published both in Russian and English in 1984 and updated in 1986. It goes 

into great technical and political detail about the problems and ramifications of SDI or an 

SDI-type system. The authors concluded, 

The comprehensive systems analysis of the issue of countermeasures to a space-
based ballistic-missile-defense system shows that the costs of some complexes of 
countermeasure may make up as little as several per cent of the BMD’s costs. 
Some other forms and combinations of means for nullifying or overwhelming a 
BMD appear to be more costly, especially those which provide for higher 
resistance to first strike. But either way, any combination of countermeasures 
invariably equals only a fraction of the estimated costs of planned BMD.189 
 

The pamphlet addressed numerous other repercussions of BMD systems including the 

shift in strategic stability, MAD and deterrence, and political implications for the world. 

It even went so far as to recognize the “hopes of some US politicians to cripple the USSR 

economically by forcing it into an arms race in space accompanied by a new round of the 

arms race in nuclear and conventional weapons.” The report concluded that, while the 

feasibility of the system was questionable, inexpensive countermeasures would render it 

largely ineffective.190  

 In his interview with Don Oberdorfer, Velikhov claimed that there was internal 

Soviet discussion regarding building a program to match or counter the United States’ 

SDI program. Some members of the military and weapons designers, he elucidated, were 

“quite in favor to build something similar, just from very pragmatic reason, because they 
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wish to have money and they understood money is available.”191 However, there was also 

support for an “asymmetrical” response from the Defense Ministry and from the 

Academy of Sciences and others for two reasons. First, those in favor of the asymmetrical 

response to counter SDI recognized the economic benefits in not developing a full-blown 

Soviet missile defense system. Second, it provided hope to “stop the arms spiral,” which 

Velikhov and others argued was out of control.192  

In relation to SDI and Velikhov’s findings, Detinov and Savel’yev point out that 

Soviet experts recognized development of an accurate SDI-type system, capable of 

intercepting thousands of warheads, was at least fifteen to twenty years off. However, it 

was possible that current SDI research and development would lead to a system that 

could intercept a “rather large proportion of warheads, attrited and delivered in a thus 

weakened and perhaps chaotic retaliatory attack,” and this alone could upset the current 

strategic balance.193  

The Big Five discussed several options for dealing with a limited SDI deployment 

and conveyed these ideas to Gorbachev and the leadership. The first and simplest option 

was to not alter the current Soviet strategic plan and keep building Soviet ICBMs. If 

ICBM forces were maintained at the current level and strength, accounting for 

technological updates and advancements and with normal numerical increases, the Soviet 

Union’s ICBM forces more than likely would have been capable of overpowering a 

missile defense system.194 This may sound tentative, but with untested data on the 

effectiveness of missiles defenses and the equally uncertain kill rates of a first-strike 
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scenario, it is impossible to know how this situation would have played out in reality (and 

thankfully so). The probability that a first strike would have taken out all Soviet missile 

silos seemed unlikely. Also, with early-launch warning systems some missiles could have 

been launched before the offensive missiles reached their targets. Depending on the 

accuracy and reliability of the missile defense shield, if the enough missiles and warheads 

survived, it seemed more than probable that in a retaliatory strike some missiles could 

make it through the defensive shield and hit several targets. 

Some strategic planners argued that the Soviets should start to increase ICBM 

numbers as another option to make certain the Soviet forces would survive a first strike 

and retain a retaliatory capability. Because the missile technologies were already in place 

and would only need to be maintained, they argued this was a cost-effective option to 

counter SDI. 

Neither of these options appealed to Gorbachev, as they ran counter to everything 

he was attempting to accomplish in the field of arms control. Another option involved 

some form of an “asymmetric and less expensive response.” There were various studies 

done on countermeasures against SDI which were deemed by the Big Five to be “quite 

effective” in their ability to “substantially reduce the American ABM system’s 

efficiency.”195  

However, the Big Five and the leadership agreed that the most effective course of 

action was to stop SDI and any form of American missile defense in its tracks through 

negotiation. Therefore, the Soviet delegation’s top priority at the Nuclear and Space 

Talks in Geneva was to prevent the “development and deployment of the space-strike 
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weapons,”196 and especially, a large-scale American ABM system. Because of this 

formulation, a reduction in any Soviet weapons depended entirely on US agreement to 

limit missile defenses. And if it could not be agreed that missile defense would be halted, 

then the Soviets, in order to protect their state security, might have to increase rather than 

decrease their numbers of nuclear weapons. As stated in the Big Five’s directive, “under 

a comprehensive ban on space-strike weapons, the Soviet Union would agree to drastic 

strategic arms reductions, both in warheads and their delivery vehicles.”197 For this to 

work two things would have to happen: first Reagan and Gorbachev would have to start 

talking and second Gorbachev would have to convince Reagan to give up on SDI. This 

would prove immeasurably more difficult than Gorbachev and the Soviet negotiating 

team realized. 

 Reagan and Gorbachev had been corresponding since March 1985, and their 

letters demonstrated the desire of both to move the Soviet-American relationship in a 

more positive direction. Their exchanges demonstrated the hope of both leaders to either 

reduce or eliminate the threat of nuclear war. While they both held this hope, they were 

also realistic in their expectations. Negotiating an end to the arms race was not going to 

be easy, but both leaders understood they needed to work together to achieve any of these 

goals. 

 Reagan’s first letter to Gorbachev on March 11, 1985, expressed the hope that the 

NST negotiations beginning in Geneva would “provide us with a genuine chance to make 

                                                 
196 The term “space-strike weapons” was adopted by the Soviets at the start of the Nuclear and Space Talks 
in March 1985 to encompass anti-satellite weapons, space-to-earth weapons, and space-based ABM 
defense systems. This phrase was used in place of the American acronym, SDI. It is interesting to note that 
the Soviets used a more broad and more hostile term to address space and missile defense issues than the 
US. For more on this terminology, see Savel’yev and Detinov, The Big Five, 84–85; Peter Westwick, 
“’Space-Strike Weapons’ and the Soviet Response to SDI,” Diplomatic History 32, no.5 (November 2008). 
197 Savel’yev and Detinov, The Big Five, 86–87. 



 113 

progress toward our common ultimate goal of eliminating nuclear weapons.”198 

Gorbachev’s response concurred with Reagan’s conclusion and pressed for improvement 

in relations. He agreed that they should meet as soon as possible to “search for mutual 

understanding on the basis of equality and account of the legitimate interests of each 

other.”199  

In the next exchange of letters, dated April 30 and June 10, the leaders began to 

engage in a much more detailed debate over SDI, space weapons, ABM systems, and the 

Geneva negotiations. Reagan attempted to convince Gorbachev of the merits of SDI and 

agreed that “the sudden deployment of effective defenses by one side in a strategic 

environment characterized by large numbers of ‘first-strike’ weapons could be considered 

as potentially threatening by the other side.” However, Reagan stressed to Gorbachev that 

this was not the plan of the United States and that “if some options should at some time in 

the future be identified, development of them by the United States could occur only 

following negotiations with other countries, including your own, and following thorough 

and open policy debates in the United States… so there is no possibility of a sudden, 

secretive, destabilizing move.”200 Reagan offered that this deployment would be in 

coordination with a vast reduction of strategic weapons.  

In his response, Gorbachev countered each of the points made by Reagan, arguing 

that a defensive program would be destabilizing for the nuclear community. Gorbachev 

wrote, 

Mr. President, I would like to hope that you will have another close look at the 
problem of non-militarization of space, at its interrelationship with solving the 
problem of nuclear weapons, and from that angle – at the prospects for Geneva 
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negotiations. It is in this objective linkage that there lies a resolution of the 
problems of the limitation of nuclear arms, a real possibility to get down to their 
radical reduction and thereby to proceed to the liquidation of nuclear weapons as 
such. We shall not be able to avoid anyway having precisely the complex of these 
issues as a determining factor both for our relations and for the situation in the 
world as a whole. This follows from the special responsibility of our two 
countries.201 

 
Even before the leaders met at the Geneva Summit in November 1985, disagreements 

over defensive weapons and reducing the number of offensive missiles were contentious. 

The depth and detail of the April 30 and June 10 letters show that both sides had decided 

opinions on the nuclear issues facing them and that it would not be easy to come to an 

agreement on how to reduce the nuclear tension between the United States and Soviet 

Union. Most important, however, was that Reagan and Gorbachev were willing to debate 

and negotiate with each other, and this was a vast improvement over the icy relations 

between the Soviet leadership and the first Reagan administration.  

Since Gorbachev had come to power in March, the possibility of a meeting 

between the two leaders had been discussed not only in their correspondence but also by 

members of their respective staffs. Determining when and where to meet would prove 

difficult. Gromyko and Shultz met in Vienna in May 1985 and discussed the summit, 

with the usual back and forth. Shultz recounted in his memoir that he was determined not 

to bring up the prospective summit because he had last suggested a time and place for a 

meeting, which Gromyko had refused. He believed the burden was now on Gromyko to 

make a move. The meeting was concluding, but the summit had still not been addressed. 

As he was leaving, Gromyko asked to have a private word with Shultz. Gromyko asked 

Shultz about the possible summit and proposed a date of late November. Shultz 

responded that Reagan would not come to Moscow but Gorbachev would be welcome in 
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Washington. Gromyko “exploded,” as Shultz writes, that a third country would perhaps 

be more suitable. “Are you suggesting Geneva?” Shultz asked. Gromyko replied in his 

typical fashion, “If you say Geneva, I’ll have to say Helsinki.”202 But, for Shultz, this 

verbal jousting was at least progress. They agreed not to discuss the summit publicly at 

this time, but the plans were finally in motion.  

 Once he returned to Washington, Shultz worked with Ambassador Dobrynin to 

finalize the time and place for the summit. Both sides had agreed to November 19–20 and 

a neutral location in Geneva. The announcement was set for July 3, but the Soviets had an 

added surprise. They announced the summit plans at the same time as announcing the 

promotion of Gromyko to the ceremonial post of the Chairman of the Supreme Soviet 

and Eduard Shevardnadze as the new Foreign Minister.203 Shultz had no way of knowing 

his meeting with Gromyko in Vienna would be their last; however, he writes in his 

memoir that in hindsight he felt Gromyko’s power had been largely diminished since 

Gorbachev became general secretary.  

Shultz and Shevardnadze first met in late July 1985, shortly after his appointment 

at a conference to celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Helsinki Final Act and then again 

in Washington in September to make the final arrangements for the November summit. 

Shultz writes that Shevardnadze’s tone was much “less polemical” than Gromyko’s from 

their first meeting, and Shultz decided he must do everything in his capacity to get along 

with Shevardnadze on a human level.204 Shevardnadze also recounts a positive 

impression of his American counterpart during their first few meetings: “We always 
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found a way to communicate our positions like human beings and to search for ways out 

of whatever situation had developed.”205 This contrasted with the long, unproductive, and 

often tedious meetings between Shultz and Gromyko. This improved tone contributed to 

the slight thaw that was beginning in US-Soviet relations. Shultz and Shevardnadze met 

on several more occasions between September and November to finalize the plans for the 

Geneva Summit on November 19–20, 1985.  

 The main purpose of this first summit meeting between Reagan and Gorbachev 

was to discuss the nuclear arms race, arms control, regional conflicts, and other issues 

affecting Soviet-American relations.206 While neither Gorbachev nor Reagan expected 

the meetings to produce a concrete arms control agreement, the Geneva Summit allowed 

the leaders to meet face to face, to gain a greater understanding of each other and of their 

respective country’s positions, and to assess the other leader.  

The Geneva Summit began on the morning of November 19, 1985. The 

introductory session, with only Gorbachev, Reagan and their interpreters present, was 

scheduled for fifteen minutes but lasted over an hour. Reagan opened by commenting on 

the suspicion and mistrust that existed between the Americans and Soviets and expressed 

the hope that he and Gorbachev could work together to improve relations. Gorbachev 

agreed that they had a responsibility to lessen tensions between their two countries and 

that the world wanted peace and peaceful relations between the United States and Soviet 

Union. He believed their meeting was the first step in furthering this cause. Reagan 
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agreed that their face-to-face meeting was an important step in opening a dialogue to 

address the problems that existed. This opening session laid the foundation for fruitful, 

although sometimes frustrating and tense, discussions at the summit.  

More substantive issues were discussed at the subsequent meetings, which 

included not only Reagan and Gorbachev, but also their respective delegations. Human 

rights, regional conflicts, the continued Soviet presence in Afghanistan, and relations 

with Third World countries were all examined in detail. While all these issues were 

important for both sides, for Gorbachev the “central question” concerning Soviet-

American relations was the current strategic situation and how it would progress in the 

future. Arms control became the main focus of the meetings.  

Gorbachev repeatedly argued against SDI. Instead of launching a new arms race 

in space, he hoped realistic cuts could be made in strategic weapons on both sides. He 

pointed out that the Soviets believed SDI would cause a new, offensive arms race to 

launch weapons—both offensive and defensive—into space. He continued that 

verification and compliance on space weaponry would be extremely difficult to monitor. 

SDI, he believed, was only a useful program if its intended purpose was as a shield after a 

retaliatory strike; therefore the only rational reason for US development of SDI was to 

give them a first-strike capability. Gorbachev added that Soviet scientists believed that no 

shield would be completely impenetrable, which raised the question of why such a 

project should be undertaken. Several times he bluntly stated that if the United States 

continued with SDI, the Soviets would not make any cuts in their strategic weapons and 

they would work diligently to counter the new threat posed by SDI. 
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Reagan consistently countered Gorbachev’s points regarding SDI. He argued that 

the United States would never launch a first strike against the Soviet Union, and therefore 

SDI could only be a defensive program. Several times he proposed sharing any successful 

SDI technology with the Soviets, so that both sides could deploy a defensive shield 

simultaneously. Reagan argued that if the technology was shared, then deep cuts should 

be made in strategic weapons on both sides. Reagan stood firm in his commitment to 

SDI, arguing that large cuts in offensive weapons were viable while developing a 

defensive program.  

With tensions running high in the afternoon session, Reagan suggested that he and 

Gorbachev take a walk. Reagan’s aides had discovered a beautiful boathouse near the 

shore of the lake with a fireplace. They thought this was the perfect setting for another 

more private, frank discussion between the two leaders. The two world leaders strolled 

through the woods with their interpreters and went into the house. There, in front of the 

fire, the conversation continued. Reagan presented Gorbachev with a proposal for arms 

negotiations, typed in Russian and English, which included the following points: both 

sides would agree to an overall 50-percent reduction of strategic offensive arms; an 

interim agreement would be reached regarding intermediate range nuclear forces in 

Europe, with the hope of eventually eliminating this whole class of weapons; SDI 

research and testing would continue; and missile defense technology would be shared. 

Gorbachev agreed with the 50-percent reduction but again countered Reagan on SDI. He 

did not believe that the United States would allow “open laboratories” to share SDI 

technology with the Soviets. He pointed out that the INF proposal failed to account for 

French and British intermediate-range weapons. Since the French and British were 
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American allies, the Soviets argued their INF weapons should be counted in the US 

numbers. Both men held firm in their respective positions, and with neither willing to 

budge on the issues of SDI and space weapons the meeting came to an impasse.  

The second day of meetings continued very much like the first—with no real 

movement from either side. But both delegations acknowledged the significance of their 

meetings and recognized that an atmosphere more conducive to cooperation between the 

two states now existed. After some wrangling over language and other minute issues, the 

Soviet and American negotiators presented a joint statement for approval by Reagan and 

Gorbachev. The statement expressed the view of both leaders that “a nuclear war cannot 

be won and must never be fought.” This statement alone was a huge step forward in 

relations between the Soviets and Americans. It provided the world with some relief in 

knowing that the United States and the Soviet Union were working jointly toward the 

goal of preventing a nuclear war.  

The Geneva Summit was significant because it gave Reagan and Gorbachev an 

opportunity to meet, to open a frank and constructive dialogue, and to begin building a 

relationship that would diminish the threat of nuclear weapons for the world. At this 

meeting, Gorbachev and Reagan gained insight into the issues which were important to 

one another and upon which they respectively held strong convictions. Geneva allowed 

the leaders to begin overcoming the mutual misperceptions and preconceived notions that 

plagued US-Soviet relations. The understanding between Gorbachev and Reagan that 

began at the Geneva Summit eventually led to the signing of several bilateral arms 

control agreements; however, there was a long and rough road ahead.  
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Chapter Three 
 

From Geneva toward a Nuclear-Free World, the Chernobyl Catastrophe, 
and Promoting the New Political Thinking: January to September 1986 

 
  
 1986 would prove to be a crucial year for Gorbachev. After Geneva, he 

recognized that, to move his country forward, he needed to shift long-standing 

perceptions within the Soviet military, the leadership, and the bureaucracy, as well as 

radically alter how the Soviet Union was viewed on the international stage. These were 

no easy tasks, but from January until the Reykjavik meetings in October, Gorbachev 

worked tirelessly to promote his ideas and to reform the Soviet system.  

 First, he needed the international community to believe that he was sincere in his 

arms control efforts and attempts to change the Soviet system. His January 15 proposal 

for a nuclear-free world by the year 2000 was a serious effort to achieve this goal. 

Unburdening the Soviet economy from the unbridled arms race was connected to 

Gorbachev’s attempts to rein in the Soviet military-industrial complex, modify Soviet 

strategic thinking, and promote domestic reform efforts. Gorbachev argued that unless 

the Soviet Union intended to fight a war with the West, which he made clear he had no 

intention to do, the level of military spending was too high and was placing an undue 

burden on the Soviet economy. Gorbachev would struggle with this difficult challenge 

throughout his years as general secretary, as some in the military were resistant to 

change. But as we shall see, with the help of Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev and other like-

minded reformers, he was able to push ahead with unprecedented arms reduction 

proposals and eventually shift the Soviet Union to a defensive military posture. The 

rational nature of Gorbachev’s thinking and his ability to endorse more practical solutions 
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for arms control and strategic planning were demonstrated in his actions throughout this 

period.  

 The Chernobyl nuclear accident in late April 1986 dramatically affected 

Gorbachev’s thinking about nuclear issues in general. The catastrophe at Chernobyl 

showed, not only the destructive potential of nuclear weapons, but also the dire need for 

changes within the Soviet Union. This gave Gorbachev the opportunity to push harder for 

reforms, especially for greater control over the military-industrial complex and the 

nuclear sector. The time, money, and effort that went into dealing with Chernobyl 

sidetracked Gorbachev’s reform efforts to some degree, but in the long run, this accident 

provided him with a concrete example of why the Soviet system needed reforms. 

Chernobyl also gave Gorbachev a clear mandate for more realistic nuclear and foreign 

policies.  

 Throughout 1986, Gorbachev was still trying to determine how to deal with 

Reagan and reach arms reduction accords. While Gorbachev appreciated the broad 

declaration the two sides made at Geneva that “a nuclear war cannot be won and must 

never be fought,” he also hoped for more tangible results from this summit. He made 

several attempts, starting with his January 15 initiative, to move the two sides closer to an 

agreement. But within a few months, and with no concrete response from the Reagan 

administration to his January 15 proposal for a nuclear-free world, both sides seemed 

deadlocked in their positions. While Gorbachev and Reagan were still exchanging letters, 

they seemed to be “talking past each other,” as Jack Matlock put it. By late summer, 

Gorbachev had come to the realization that, because the Nuclear and Space Talks in 

Geneva had reached an impasse, a bold move was necessary, and this was the impetus for 
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meeting Reagan at Reykjavik. Gorbachev believed in his ability to persuade and 

negotiate, and he was eager to find a way to make arms reduction a reality. This chapter 

examines the critical events from January to September 1986 and shows how and why the 

idea for the Reykjavik Summit emerged. The chapter describes the evolution of 

Gorbachev’s thinking and how Chernobyl and the diplomatic deadlock at the NST 

influenced his decision to push for major changes in the Soviet negotiating position—

changes that Gorbachev would unveil at Reykjavik.  

 

Learning from Geneva 
 
 While most viewed the Geneva Summit as a success, Gorbachev had hoped he 

and Reagan would be able to achieve more substantial results. For Gorbachev, this first 

meeting with Reagan became more of a stepping stone or guidepost, allowing him to 

recognize the path forward toward arms control and improved relations with the West. 

Andrei Grachev, one of Gorbachev’s advisors, claims that, while the “summit did not live 

up to Gorbachev’s initial hopes… it played an important role in” his “continuing 

education in diplomacy.”207 According to Grachev, from these meetings Gorbachev took 

away several significant realizations that altered his perceptions about how to deal with 

Reagan and the United States, the West, and disarmament and ultimately how all this was 

connected to perestroika and the reform process.  

 First, Gorbachev’s face-to-face meetings with Reagan “liberated the Soviet leader 

from the illusion that ending the Cold War,” actually moving from confrontation to 

cooperation with the West, “would be an easy enterprise where merely his statements of 

                                                 
207 Andrei Grachev, Gorbachev’s Gamble: Soviet Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 2008), 65.  



 123 

best intentions would be enough.”208 Gorbachev’s “charm offensive” with Reagan at 

Geneva had not produced any progress toward Soviet goals. Gorbachev quickly realized 

that substantive changes, not rhetoric alone, would be necessary to prove to the West that 

Gorbachev’s reformism was real and not a smokescreen. Internally, Gorbachev saw the 

need to convince the military leadership that arms reductions would not jeopardize Soviet 

security, and he began to alter Soviet military doctrine from an offensive posture to a 

defensive one.  

 Second, from the Geneva Summit, Gorbachev had learned that “exposing the 

absurdity of the arms race was not enough to bring it to an end.” Because of the level of 

mistrust between the East and the West, disarmament was not going to happen 

overnight.209 The two superpowers had enough weapons to destroy the world many times 

over, and both he and Reagan acknowledged this was unnecessary. However, even with 

their desire to eliminate nuclear weapons and prevent a nuclear war from ever occurring, 

stopping the arms race was going to be difficult. 

 Gorbachev also recognized that in reducing arms the security of both sides would 

have to be taken into consideration, and a clear strategy to achieve arms reductions and 

establish trust between the Soviet Union and the West was essential. Grachev claims that 

Gorbachev “escaped the trap of blaming the American ‘dinosaur’ for the failure,” in 

making progress in arms control, “as he began to realize that a real breakthrough in the 

Soviet Union’s relations with its Western partners would demand elaboration of a major 
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long-term strategy.”210 Developing a logical, feasible strategy was a crucial idea he took 

away from Geneva.  

 Finally, Grachev examines the connection between Gorbachev’s reform efforts, 

internal politics, and Soviet foreign policy:  

[Establishing] a new type of East–West relations after the decades of the Cold 
War depended on confidence building—a process that implied not only a new 
level of exchange of information about the other side’s intentions but also the need 
for internal political guarantees in support of official policy statements. It thus 
became clear for Gorbachev that there was an unavoidable interconnection 
between the new image he sought for Soviet foreign policy and the internal reform 
he was planning to undertake in the country.211 

 
To achieve the goals he set in foreign policy, Gorbachev needed backing from the Soviet 

foreign policy establishment and agencies involved in arms control. Soviet policies and 

intentions needed to be clarified and new goals set. It was clear to Gorbachev that the old 

ways of thinking about the arms race and the West were not going to help move the 

Soviet Union forward. 

 After the Geneva Summit, Gorbachev had a much better idea of where to begin 

and how to achieve these goals. Gorbachev understood that the dialogue with the Reagan 

administration and the Nuclear and Space Talks in Geneva needed to produce concrete 

results. Chernyaev can pinpoint the “exact time when Gorbachev placed his stake on a 

direct dialogue with the American leadership. It was at the very beginning of 1986. 

Hence the famous declaration about a nuclear-free world by the year 2000, the well-

known formulas in his report at the Twenty-seventh Congress, and his determination 

about a second meeting with Reagan.”212  
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Gorbachev’s January 15 Peace Initiative: Toward a Nuclear-Free World 
 
 The idea of a world without nuclear weapons resonated with Gorbachev and with 

the like-minded individuals who were advancing into ministerial or advisory positions in 

the Soviet government. As Gorbachev recounts in his memoirs, shortly after 

Shevardnadze’s appointment as foreign minister, the two had a frank discussion about the 

“necessity for such a step.” They started “a scientific analysis of the international 

situation, contacts and meetings we had had in the past months. It was then we decided to 

formulate our ideas and intentions into a long-term agenda which would serve as the 

basis for our ‘peace offensive.’”213 Gorbachev was certain he wanted to move in this 

direction but was uncertain of how to get the United States to agree. He also recognized 

the internal challenges he would face from the military-industrial complex and weapons 

designers.  

 After his Geneva meetings with Reagan, Gorbachev came to understand on a 

fundamental level that Reagan agreed with the premise of a nuclear-free world. Of 

course, SDI seemed like a counterintuitive measure to the general secretary, but in his 

discussions with Reagan and their statement released at the conclusion of Geneva, both 

leaders agreed that offensive nuclear weapons should be vastly reduced. Arthur Hartman, 

then serving as US Ambassador to the Soviet Union, reflected that after Geneva 

Gorbachev “decided that Reagan meant what he said” and that Reagan also wanted “to 

rid the world of nuclear weapons, and he was deadly serious about SDI. Gorbachev’s 

idea…was to persuade Reagan to take the one without the other. He seems to have 
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decided at Geneva that he could bring it off.”214 With the immediacy of Geneva and his 

desire to push forward with arms reductions, this was an opportune moment for a bold 

new initiative. Upon his return from Geneva, a bold new initiative was exactly what 

Gorbachev demanded from his foreign and defense ministries.  

 Gorbachev and most members of the Soviet leadership were unaware that well 

before the Geneva Summit, Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, chief of the General Staff, and 

Georgii Kornienko, first deputy foreign minister, had secretly “started to develop the 

broadest possible program of nuclear disarmament on their own initiative.”215 According 

to Dobrynin, “the essence of the idea was that both the United States and the Soviet 

Union would be just as secure against each other—and far safer—with much smaller 

stockpiles of nuclear weapons, which even then would be more than sufficient to cause 

the gravest damage to the enemy. This very simple idea was seen as extraordinary 

because, like so many simple ideas, it had never been tried.”216 The plan became the basis 

for Gorbachev’s January 15 “peace initiative” or proposal for a nuclear-free world by the 

year 2000 and was the “bold new initiative” he had asked for.  

 There are two differing explanations about why the program was not presented to 

Gorbachev before his initial meeting with Reagan in Geneva and why the initiative was 

only presented to Gorbachev in early January 1986. First, as recalled by Dobrynin, it took 

the proposal several months to work its way up the chain of command to Gorbachev, as a 

polished and well-planned initiative. Andrei Grachev highlights another reason: that 

Akhromeyev, who had this “big zero” plan in his safe, did not present it to Gorbachev 
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before Geneva. In an interview with SALT II negotiator General Viktor Starodubov, 

Akhromeyev claimed that some members of the General Staff wanted to first see how 

relations with Reagan might progress—that “the Marshal did not want to ‘offer’ it to 

Gorbachev for his first exploratory meeting with the American President with its 

uncertain chances for success, for fear that the idea might be wasted.”217  

 Starodubov went on to say that most in the military did not believe in the sincerity 

of the initiative, but instead saw it as merely another propaganda maneuver. The value 

they saw in the proposal was that if the United States refused, the Soviets could take the 

high road and claim that they had made the offer and wanted to peacefully reach an 

agreement to reduce nuclear stockpiles. Then the Soviets could “make propagandistic use 

of their [the US] refusal” to work toward this goal. However, if “by chance” the 

Americans actually accepted the proposal, the Soviets would still have a vast “advantage 

in conventional weapons” in play, although it seems unlikely that any members of the 

General Staff ever believed the United States would consider the proposal.218 As both the 

American and Soviet sides have now admitted, it was often the policy to present offers 

that seemed so wildly out of reach that there would be no possible way to negotiate any 

terms for agreement with the opposition.219  

 Detinov and Savel’yev present largely the same understanding of the proposal’s 

evolution. After the summit, Gorbachev was pushing everyone to present new proposals 

that would advance arms reductions. The January 15 initiative was 

not an improvisation by the members of the military establishment; rather, they 
had carefully thought it over and weighed the pros and cons. They could show, on 
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the one hand, that the Soviet Union and its General Secretary were eager to 
eliminate nuclear weapons and, on the other (taking a sober view of things), that 
they understood that such a declaration hardly could lead to any practical results in 
the foreseeable future, or affect, in any form, the ongoing negotiations on nuclear 
and space issues.220  

 
For the military leadership, it seemed logical, that even if this dramatic proposal was 

ready before Geneva, it was best to find out what Reagan was offering and take his 

“measure” before putting the cards on the table.  

 The pressure Gorbachev exerted after Geneva, when he “insistently demanded 

that the military suggest ‘something new,’” caused Akhromeyev to pull “the cork out of 

the bottle” and present Gorbachev with the “big zero” option.221 In his book, Arsenals of 

Folly, journalist Richard Rhodes presents a dramatic description of how the January 15 

initiative came to the fore. Ambassador Oleg Grinevsky, head of the Soviet delegation on 

the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE), was called into 

Gorbachev’s office upon his return to Moscow for the holidays. Gorbachev asked 

Grinevsky to frankly describe the state of the negotiations and asked if there was any 

“possibility for progress and what need[ed] to be done for that.” In an encouraging tone, 

Gorbachev reminded the ambassador that they were alone and that he wanted to “know 

only the truth.”222 The following day at the Politburo meeting, Gorbachev addressed 

Grinevsky and said, “Now say what you told me—[but] openly, at the Politburo.”223 
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After Grinevsky’s shock wore off, he made his presentation. This happened not only to 

Grinevsky, but to each of head arms control negotiator, all of whom Gorbachev had 

called in for private meetings the previous day. The negotiators were all present at this 

Politburo meeting, and they had a fruitful and open discussion about how to break the 

deadlock in arms control.  

 The Politburo formulated a broad, three-part plan that was then given to the Big 

and Little Five who were both tasked with working out the details. The proposals 

included a 50-percent overall reduction in strategic weapons, reaching absolute zero on 

intermediate-range missiles, and solving European security concerns. Soon after this 

Politburo meeting, members of the Little Five and other arms control negotiators were 

having detailed discussion about the new three-part proposal, when Marshal Akhromeyev 

entered the room. Grinevsky recalled:  

I wouldn’t say he entered, he flew in. He was a very thin, very agile man, he 
literally flew into the room.… Marshal Akhromeyev said, ‘Forget your program, 
forget it. General [Nikolai] Chervov just came back from Crimea where Mikhail 
Sergeyevich Gorbachev was vacationing. I have to tell you an enormous secret. 
The general staff, in great secrecy, has been developing a program of liquidating 
all nuclear arms. Even members of the delegation, even the military general staff 
and general cabinet people did not know about it. They are not aware of this 
secret program, and now finally the program is ready. General Chervov went 
south to present it to Mikhail Sergeyevich Gorbachev. Gorbachev approved it, so 
therefore forget your fifty percent reduction of strategic armaments, forget the 
zero level on medium range missiles. Here is the new agenda and it covers 
everything.224 
 

Needless to say, the group was shocked, and many “immediately thought this was all 

phony.” According to Grinevsky, this secret working group had close connections in each 

department and with the military planners and program developers, and no one knew 

anything about this plan. They doubted its sincerity and recognized that those in the 
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United States and the West would most likely view it as an empty propaganda move, like 

so many previous Soviet calls for disarmament.225  

 According to author David Hoffman, Akhromeyev had dispatched General 

Chervov to Gorbachev’s vacation home on the Black Sea on January 6, 1986, to deliver 

the proposal to the general secretary. Gorbachev was at first skeptical when Chervov 

presented him with the plan, asking, “What can there be that’s new in your initiative?” 

Unlike previous Soviet calls for disarmament, Chervov explained, this program gave “a 

detailed description of all possible problems” and was not merely full of vague sentiment. 

Chervov urged Gorbachev to read the document. After a long silence and some 

contemplation, Gorbachev responded, “This is it. This is what’s needed.”226 This plan 

became Gorbachev’s January 15 Peace Initiative. Gorbachev had finally received the 

bold, new proposal he had been hoping for.  

 Some members of the general staff clearly underestimated how far Gorbachev 

was willing to go with nuclear reductions and arms control. He did not want the January 

15 proposal to be viewed as mere Soviet propaganda. He was sincere about pushing for 

massive weapons reductions that would lead to a nuclear-free world. Gorbachev wanted 

“to send a message to his Western partners announcing the seriousness of his 

determination to engage a process of deep cuts in armaments as well as his readiness to 

make new and important concessions to the West, retreating from traditional Soviet 

positions.”227  

 Detinov and Savel’yev argue that the proposal became more than the military 

intended. They contend that “the real authors of this idea became entrapped in their own 
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gambit” because Gorbachev was able to “achieve substantial success and decreased 

nuclear confrontation in the short term.” According to Detinov and Savel’yev, the 

military did not want Gorbachev and his team to attempt any “unilateral” changes in the 

Soviet positions, and this provided them with the impetus for the January 15 proposal.228 

But instead of being able to control the general secretary and the direction of the 

proposal, this initiative gave Gorbachev a “powerful instrument with which to act.”229 

Detinov and Savel’yev assert that the military planners had no intention for the initiative 

to actually be implemented, but Gorbachev’s political posturing allowed him to use the 

proposal to make gains in other areas of arms control and push for agreements that some 

in the military-industrial complex and the general staff disagreed with. Detinov and 

Savel’yev stress that Gorbachev’s new political thinking offered “quite a different 

definition of ‘security’” for the Soviet Union, a change which was difficult for the 

General Staff and military to grasp.230 The military leadership failed to understand that, 

with this new program, they were giving Gorbachev exactly what he needed to promote 

his reform efforts and the emerging ideas presented in the new political thinking, to move 

away from a confrontational posture with the West, and to shift the dynamics of the Cold 

War.  

 Hoffman argues that while some in the military leadership viewed the proposal as 

mere propaganda, Marshal Akhromeyev was genuine in his quest to help Gorbachev with 

nuclear arms reductions and the possible elimination of all nuclear weapons. According 

to Hoffman, Akhromeyev worked on the proposal with “weapons scientists and the staff 

of different branches of the military, who debated in secret.” After Geneva, and “a year as 
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chief of the General Staff and eight months working with Gorbachev, Akhromeyev could 

see the pressures were building to reduce nuclear arsenals. He personally wanted to scale 

back the huge stockpiles of warheads and felt that Gorbachev’s proposal might at least 

bring significant cuts, if not lead all the way to total elimination.”231  

 In light of the sources consulted for this dissertation, Hoffman’s assessment holds 

up well. While many in the military leadership and general staff saw the proposal as 

propaganda, Akhromeyev had been working closely with Gorbachev on arms control. He 

had to understand that Gorbachev was sincere in his efforts, and he clearly recognized 

that some reductions in nuclear weapons would benefit the Soviet Union. While it is 

unclear whether Akhromeyev believed that a nuclear-free world could be a reality, he 

certainly understood that this proposal, and the information they garnered on Reagan’s 

positions in Geneva, would push the sides closer to an agreement on INF and at least the 

50-percent reduction of strategic missiles.  

 Initially the address on a nuclear-free world was scheduled to open the 27th Party 

Congress in February 1986. However, Gorbachev’s decision not to use the “peace 

initiative” as the opening speech of the congress was significant. Gorbachev knew 

perfectly well that speeches at the congress were often viewed, and appropriately so, as a 

means of promoting Soviet propaganda without real substance. He wanted his proposal to 

be taken seriously and to have an impact on its own, not be shrouded in the other events 

of the congress. He believed its presentation at the congress would “reduce its importance 

as an independent political move.”232 Therefore, the decision was made for the speech to 
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be given in January, which would also allow for discussion of the peace initiative at the 

Congress.  

 The January 15, 1986, “peace initiative” proposed three stages of working toward 

the global elimination of nuclear weapons by the year 2000. This time frame, which 

provided specific goals for each of the three phases, made Gorbachev’s initiative 

different from the vague declarations on disarmament that various Soviet leaders had 

offered in the past. During the first phase, US and Soviet strategic offensive arsenals 

would be cut by 50 percent, capping each side to 6,000 warheads; all nuclear testing 

would be halted; and the INF missiles forces in Europe would be eliminated. This first 

phase also took a hit at SDI, calling for both the United States and the Soviets to 

renounce space-strike weapons.233 This phase would last from five to eight years, 

depending on negotiations. During the second phase, the United States and the Soviet 

Union would continue to reduce their strategic offensive weapons and would be joined by 

the other nuclear powers in this endeavor. The superpowers would also work on reducing 

the numbers of tactical nuclear weapons. This stage would likely begin in 1990 and 

would last between five to seven years. During the final phase, all countries would 

eliminate all remaining nuclear weapons and sign a “universal pact that nuclear weapons 

would never return again.”234 This was indeed a bold initiative, and Gorbachev sincerely 

hoped it would gain Reagan’s attention and allow them to move forward with 

disarmament. 

 Gorbachev’s decision to make the speech on January 15, instead of during the 

congress, did not elicit the reaction he hoped for from the Reagan administration. Jack 
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Matlock, who was serving as Soviet advisor on the National Security Council, claims that 

most agencies reacted to Gorbachev’s proposal negatively, arguing that it seemed like 

Soviet propaganda, containing “nothing more than smoke and mirrors.” On the morning 

of January 15, Dobrynin alerted Shultz that an urgent message from Gorbachev to 

Reagan was on the way and told Shultz that Gorbachev would make the “peace initiative” 

public later that day. Gorbachev’s choice to go public with the initiative, without any 

detailed prior discussion with members of the US administration or US delegates in 

Geneva, was quickly met by skepticism by many in the Reagan administration who 

doubted that there was real substance behind the initiative. 

 President Reagan reacted differently. He wrote in his diary that Gorbachev was 

“surprisingly… calling for an arms reduction plan which will rid the world of nuclear 

weapons by yr. 2000. Of course he has a couple of zingers in these which we’ll have to 

work around. But at the very least it is a h—l of a propaganda move. We’d be hard put to 

explain how we could turn it down.”235 Gorbachev’s inclusion of a time frame, by the 

year 2000, specifically appealed to Reagan. Up until this point, discussions of weapons 

reductions included no firm dates, only vague references.236 While Reagan reacted 

positively to Gorbachev’s broad idea and pushed for a positive public response, he too 

had some concerns over parts of the initiative.237 Reagan believed the proposal was aimed 

at “killing SDI,” and this was unacceptable for him. In his public statement, Reagan 

stated that, although some elements of the proposal caused “serious concern” for the 
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United States, he would “give the proposal careful study” as it contained some 

“constructive” ideas.238 

 Jack Matlock and John Poindexter, who had replaced Robert McFarlane as head 

of the NSC staff in December 1985, both recognized that serious obstacles existed not 

only in dealing with the proposal but also with Reagan’s reaction to it. Poindexter told 

Matlock, “This is going to give us great problems.”239 Matlock recalls that Reagan “likes 

the part about getting rid of nuclear weapons,” and was “quite taken with the proposal.” 

According to historian Paul Lettow, many members of the administration and political 

leadership in Washington viewed Reagan’s nuclear abolitionism with great skepticism 

and fear. They did not believe that either the United States or Soviet Union would be able 

to completely eliminate their nuclear arsenals due to political and military 

considerations.240 Some members of the administration argued that, because the Soviets 

had far greater numbers of conventional forces, a limited number of nuclear weapons 

should be retained on each side to keep some kind of parity. They reasoned that the 

elimination of all nuclear weapons would cause massive problems in NATO strategy and 

the protection of Europe from the Soviet threat.241 While Reagan’s advisors were able to 

temper his response to Gorbachev’s proposal, his nuclear abolitionism remained 

worrisome for some of them.  
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 Shultz, however, backed Reagan against the “naysayers,” as Shultz called them. 

While he recognized the military and political pitfalls that would come with the total 

elimination of nuclear weapons, he understood the benefits dramatic reductions would 

have for the United States and Soviet Union. At a January 17 meeting of Shultz’s arms 

control group, he explained the president’s position and why the arms control community 

needed to work on contingency planning for a nuclear-free world. Shultz was unsure if 

this goal was attainable, but he argued that it might have certain benefits. He told the 

group 

I know that many of you and others around here [the State Department] oppose 
the objective of eliminating nuclear weapons.… You have tried your ideas out in 
front of the president from the outset, and I have pointed out the dangers, too. The 
president of the United States does not agree with you, and he has said so on 
several very public occasions both before and since the last election. He thinks it’s 
a hell of a good idea. And it’s a political hot button. We need to work on what a 
world without nuclear weapons would mean to us and what additional steps would 
have to accompany such a dramatic change. The president has wanted all along to 
get rid of nuclear weapons. The British, French, Dutch, Belgians, and all of you in 
the Washington arms control community are trying to talk him out of it. The idea 
can potentially be a plus for us: the Soviet Union is a superpower only because it 
is a nuclear and ballistic missile superpower.242 

 
Shultz acknowledged the political problems and recognized that most of the group, if not 

all, disagreed with Reagan’s stance. But he argued that they should work on planning for 

this issue, examining it from all angles, to be prepared for the strategic changes.  

 Shultz had formulated some ideas on how to deal with Gorbachev’s program and 

spoke with Paul Nitze and Richard Perle, an assistant secretary to Weinberger at the 

Department of Defense, the day after the arms control group’s meeting on January 18. 

Perle, ever the hardliner, commented that Gorbachev’s proposal should not be taken 

seriously because “the worst thing in the world would be to eliminate nuclear 
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weapons.”243 Shultz replied with a laugh, “‘You’ve got a problem. The president thinks it 

is a good idea.’” He added that certain elements of Gorbachev’s proposal seemed 

promising and might lead toward the “zero option” on INF missiles in Europe. Shultz, 

referring to the three stages of the Gorbachev plan, thought the United States would be 

able to “front-end load our program in the first stage” and at least make progress on 

INF.244  

 The two NSDDs produced by the administration in February 1986 relating to 

Gorbachev’s proposal reflected Shultz’s ideas on INF.245 According to Gorbachev’s plan, 

during the first phase European INF would be eliminated, but both sides would retain a 

certain number of INF forces in other areas. The administration was pushing the global 

zero on INF that it had proposed during the first term. While both sides seemed to agree 

on elimination in Europe, the United States was wary of Soviet INF forces in Asia 

because they could be moved closer to the Urals and could still strike some NATO 

targets. Thus the United States continued to push for the global zero option.  

 More generally in NSDD 210, the administration was “pleased that the Soviet 

Union agrees with our ultimate goal of moving to the total elimination of nuclear 

weapons when possible, consistent with our overall requirements for security and 

stability.”246 The administration agreed that negotiations for a 50-percent reduction in 

offensive strategic forces and an interim INF agreement should be pursued in Geneva. 
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SDI and “space-strike weapons” remained the big areas of contention between the United 

States and Soviet Union.  

 Several members of the Soviet leadership gathered on January 18 for a press 

conference on Gorbachev’s peace initiative, including Shevardnadze’s deputy Georgii 

Kornienko and Marshal Akhromeyev. When asked how Gorbachev’s proposal differed 

from the many past Soviet statements on arms control and the liquidation of nuclear 

weapons, Kornienko stressed that the details of each stage and the fifteen-year time frame 

for the elimination made this plan different. They were not proposing a vague plan, but 

“it is in this—its concrete nature—that the fundamental novelty and significance of our 

initiative lies.” However, the three-stage plan relied on the simultaneous condition that all 

space-strike weapons would be banned.247 

 When asked about past US proposals regarding nuclear elimination and arms 

control, Kornienko expressed his frustration with US positions. The Americans spoke of 

their “readiness to eliminate nuclear weapons,” he said, but when the Soviets made 

concrete proposals, the Reagan administration found a way to reject them; in fact “this is 

already a fine art.” Somehow the US administration made the rejection of the proposals 

seem “natural to the public.” He argued that concrete steps toward disarmament were 

necessary and that Gorbachev’s new initiative provided a solid foundation for 

negotiations.248  

 An ABC television correspondent then asked why they were “appraising in such a 

negative way the overall US standpoint?” Leonid Zamyatin, head of the International 
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Information Department of the Central Committee, commented that the Soviets were not 

attempting to be negative but were reacting to US statements. He believed the American 

statements were putting the brakes on “these favorable relations.” He used Caspar 

Weinberger as an example. The US Secretary of Defense dismissed this initiative, saying 

that “there will be no changes in the US position or shifts on issue regarding Star Wars or 

the SDI program” and that the United States could not accept the nuclear testing 

moratorium. On the INF proposal, Weinberger did not think the liquidation of European 

Pershing IIs would be possible in the near term because the Soviet missiles in Asia could 

easily be moved to Europe.249 The Soviet frustration with the US positions was evident 

throughout this press conference. Kornienko spoke about a lack of “continuity” between 

different administrations and even within the current administration but also expressed 

optimism that agreements could be reached in spite of this lack of continuity.  

 Although Gorbachev’s January 15 proposal contained some concrete goals and 

phases to reach a nuclear-free world, this press conference made it clear that both sides 

retained doubts about the intentions of the other and their ability to work out these 

differences at the NST in Geneva. The US side was uncertain of the sincerity of 

Gorbachev’s proposal and the direct attack on SDI did not help. While Reagan was 

pleased with the overall direction of the statement, he was unwilling to give up on SDI. 

Rigid US statements continued to frustrate the Soviets, who believed they were making 

concessions to move the arms control process along but to no avail. The Geneva Summit 

had not produced the results Gorbachev had hoped for, and with this bold, new initiative 

he was trying to keep the momentum going. The upcoming 27th Party Congress would 
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help Gorbachev and Shevardnadze gain greater control over the Soviet foreign policy 

apparatus, which in turn would allow them to forge ahead on arms control and more fully 

promote the ideas of the new political thinking.  

 

The 27th Party Congress of the CPSU: February 25 to March 6, 1986 
 
 During the late fall of 1985, much of Gorbachev’s time and energy went into 

planning the upcoming 27th Party Congress, to be held in Moscow from February 25 to 

March 6. Several of Gorbachev’s comments regarding foreign policy and arms control in 

preparation for the congress may reflect his vision for improving relations between the 

Soviet Union and the West.  

 In December, Gorbachev went on holiday in Pitsunda and after New Year’s, and 

he was joined by Politburo members Aleksandr Yakovlev and Valery Boldin to work on 

reports to be presented at the upcoming congress. In their discussions, Gorbachev 

stressed the importance of the “interconnectedness, interdependence and integrity of the 

world.… The division of the world into opposing blocs must be seen as absurd.”250 The 

military confrontation that had existed between East and West had “no future,” and “the 

arms race, like nuclear war itself, cannot be won.” He stressed the need to push for an 

international security structure, moving away from confrontation toward cooperation. 

Security, military confrontation, and the arms race were “political problems” that needed 

to be solved “by political means.”251  

 Chernyaev recalls gaining greater insight into Gorbachev’s foreign policy 

intentions during preparation for the Congress. Gorbachev also spoke with him about the 
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growing “interconnectedness” of the world and the need take this into consideration when 

formulating Soviet foreign and domestic strategies. He argued that “peaceful coexistence 

needs redefinition at every new stage.”252 The Soviet Union was at a turning point, and 

strategy should be based on this realization. Soviet leadership needed to seize the moment 

and attempt to clear out the old ways of thinking entrenched in the Soviet foreign policy 

establishment, eliminating the idea that confrontation with the West was inevitable.  

 Gorbachev recognized that the opportunity existed to improve relations with the 

West and to eliminate tensions between the Soviet Union and the United States. By early 

1986, he had made an official visit to France, and then he met with Reagan in Geneva. 

His foreign policy was beginning to coalesce. He used the timing of the 27th Party 

Congress wisely and was able to secure a few crucial appointments that cemented his 

foreign policy team.  

 Installing a new foreign policy team began with the removal of Gromyko and 

appointment of Shevardnadze as foreign minister in July 1985. But Gromyko remained a 

member of the Politburo and an important figure within the party leadership. As Grachev 

recounts, the installation of new Politburo members loyal to Gorbachev, which occurred 

during the 27th Party Congress, coupled with the forced retirement of some members of 

the old guard in foreign policy, allowed Gorbachev and Shevardnadze to gain more 

complete control over the foreign policy establishment.253  

 Boris Ponomarev, who had served as head of the International Department (ID) of 

the Central Committee, was “sent into retirement” and replaced by Anatoly Dobrynin. 

Dobrynin was installed in this position precisely because, with his vast experience 
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serving as Soviet Ambassador to the United States for over twenty-five years, Dobrynin 

“was one of the very few who could challenge Gromyko’s authority professionally.”254 

Giving Dobrynin this post allowed Gorbachev to use the International Department of the 

Central Committee, as well as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA), to produce new 

initiatives in foreign policy.  

 While Gromyko had control over the entire foreign policy sector, however, the 

role of the ID had been diminished. While the ID did focus on political issues in other 

regions of the world, and the MFA focused on all aspects of foreign policy, Gorbachev 

made it clear that he wanted the ID to play a more important role in the making of Soviet 

foreign policy. Giving the ID more influence and expanding some of its functions, gave 

Gorbachev two different policymaking bodies with different perspectives working in 

harmony to implement the ideas of the new political thinking.255 Unlike the competition 

between the MFA and Defense Ministry, the ID and MFA worked in a more coordinated 

manner and shared similar goals, and this combination gave Gorbachev a more effective 

and flexible foreign policy-making apparatus. 

 Georgii Kornienko, who had served as deputy to Gromyko and then to 

Shevardnadze at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, was moved to the ID under Dobrynin. 

In Grachev’s recollection, this “certainly freed the hands of Shevardnadze” as Kornienko 

represented the “last guardian of Gromyko-style diplomacy” remaining at a high level in 

the Foreign Ministry.256 Replacing these members of the old guard with more forward-

thinking individuals, along with the earlier appointment of Anatoly Chernyaev as 
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Gorbachev’s foreign policy assistant, allowed Gorbachev and Shevardnadze more 

complete control over the Soviet foreign policy apparatus.  

 One vital step in implementing Gorbachev’s foreign policy was the approval by 

the 27th Party Congress of the new political thinking “as the ideological basis of his 

diplomacy.” This provided Gorbachev “with a clear political mandate” to move ahead 

and reshape the entire Soviet foreign policy structure. According to Grachev, although 

Gorbachev had the political mandate and the will to move forward, what he “needed were 

some practical results from the new foreign policy, so essential for the advance of his 

internal reform.”257  

 Chernyaev agrees with Grachev’s assessment and the connection between 

Gorbachev’s foreign and domestic efforts: “I also have to note that from the moment the 

words “new thinking” were spoken at the Congress, Gorbachev made a connection 

between every important domestic issue and foreign policy.”258 Gorbachev recognized 

that perestroika’s success required foreign policy gains in disarmament, improved 

relations with the West, and a move to reorient world opinion about Soviet intentions. 

Changing the Soviet foreign policy establishment’s long-held belief that the West had to 

be confronted at all costs was the basis for Gorbachev’s new political thinking. As he 

stated in his meetings with Yakovlev, Boldin, and Chernyaev, the world was growing 

increasingly interconnected and interdependent. Confrontation was unacceptable, and the 

division of the world into two camps needed to be overcome. He wanted to shift Soviet 

foreign policy away from the idea of confrontation to cooperation.  
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Dealing with Reagan and SDI: The Stalemate Continues 

 With changes in the Soviet foreign policy establishment, the adoption of the new 

political thinking at the 27th Party Congress, and the January 15 initiative for a nuclear-

free world, Gorbachev was trying to sustain the momentum of the Geneva Summit and 

pressed his foreign policy teams to find new ways to deal with Reagan and arms control. 

At Geneva, the leaders agreed to meet for a second summit, perhaps in Washington, DC, 

in the fall of 1986. Gorbachev wanted more substance during their second summit. He 

was unwilling to meet just for the sake of meeting; he wanted an arms control agreement 

that the two leaders could sign.259  

 The US and Soviet delegations continued their negotiations at the NST in Geneva. 

Gorbachev believed that his January 15 initiative for a nuclear-free world by the year 

2000 had the potential to sway Reagan and SDI off its course. Of the three fields under 

negotiation at the NST, SDI research and testing remained the most controversial issue. 

The Soviet and American delegates continued to disagree on what was types of testing 

were permissible within the framework of the 1972 ABM Treaty. This issue of laboratory 

testing and what was allowed to be tested in space continued to hinder negotiations. 

 It was not only the Soviets and Americans who disagreed on definitions in the 

ABM Treaty. Tensions within the Reagan administration ran high over this issue. Within 

the administration, there were proponents of the “broad” interpretation of the treaty, 

which allowed more testing of SDI space components. The broad interpretation was 

pushed by Weinberger, members of the Strategic Defense Initiative Organization (SDIO), 

and those who wanted to see a rapid development and deployment of SDI. In contrast, 

Shultz consistently argued for a narrow interpretation of the treaty, which limited testing 
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of some components. He believed this would keep the program, and the president’s 

dream alive, while giving the US side some leverage in arms control negotiations. 

Limited testing would not kill SDI, as Weinberger and others argued, but it would 

lengthen the time necessary to develop and deploy the program. While Shultz, Matlock, 

and Poindexter recognized that Reagan firmly believed in the merits of the program and 

did not want it to be a “bargaining chip” under any circumstances, they saw SDI as 

means to gain more leverage to negotiate with the Soviets in other areas of arms control.  

 Shultz had seen firsthand at Geneva how polarizing SDI was for Gorbachev and 

Reagan. In contrast to their generally shared goals of reducing strategic offensive 

weapons and eliminating INF in Europe, SDI caused friction and heated debate. During 

the Conference on the End of the Cold War at Princeton University, Shultz claimed that 

“the SDI program was very much driven by Ronald Reagan. It was personal.”260 The 

president’s “main concern was the defense of the United States,” without much 

consideration of the reaction of the Soviet Union or even US allies. Reagan believed that 

developing a defensive system such as SDI, while working toward the goal of eliminating 

offensive ballistic missiles, would provide the United States with the best protection from 

a nuclear war. In a similar vein, Paul Nitze also commented at the conference that SDI 

“became kind of a contest of wills between President Reagan and Mr. Gorbachev. Both 

of them were convinced that they were right about it and locked in battle on this issue.”261  

According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev recognized Reagan’s personal and emotional 

commitment to SDI, although he thought there must be some “dividing line” between 
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Reagan’s emotional commitment and actuality in US policy.262 But in fact, as we shall 

see, it was Reagan’s personal commitment to SDI that drove the program, and Gorbachev 

realized this after Reykjavik. 

 Chernyaev continued that during Gorbachev’s “passionate” attempts to convince 

Reagan to abandon SDI, he “was thinking about trust and he wanted to create a situation 

of trust.” He needed to establish a better working relationship with Reagan. If SDI was 

deployed, Chernyaev argued, it “would create a very difficult situation for him because 

he would have to do something. There would certainly be backlash in the Soviet Union. 

He wanted to avoid the kind of atmosphere that would create that backlash.”263 

Gorbachev was doing everything in his power to prevent Soviet entry into a new arms 

race with the United States. He knew the Soviet Union could not afford to do so as he 

stated, “We will be drawn into an arms race that we cannot manage. We will lose, 

because right now we are already at the end of our tether.”264 He had to find a better way 

to counter SDI and convince Reagan that the program should be abandoned.   

 Soviet defense planners sent Gorbachev a full-scale proposal for a Soviet SDI-

type system to compete with the US initiative. But this was a direct contradiction to 

Gorbachev’s new political thinking, the foreign policy initiatives he was attempting to 

institute, and shifting Soviet strategic doctrine. Gorbachev did not want to expand the 

arms race and did not want to compete with the United States by developing a Soviet 

SDI. Instead, he wanted to find a way to convince Reagan to give up on missile defenses 

and work toward equitable reductions of offensive ballistic missiles.  
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 Gorbachev faced a challenge in achieving this goal because it required changing 

the perspective of Soviet strategic planners, the defense sector, and the military-industrial 

complex. Internal obstacles existed in dealing with SDI and arms control more generally. 

There was no single, cohesive approach or perspective on SDI within the Soviet 

government or military, and Gorbachev had to determine how to deal with these varied, 

and often competing, interests.  

 Former Deputy Foreign Minister Aleksandr Bessmertnykh broke this down in the 

simplest terms during the 1995 Princeton Conference on the End of the Cold War: the 

interests of those in the foreign policy establishment, working to promote arms control, 

were often in direct opposition to the military-industrial complex and weapons designers. 

According to Bessmertnykh, “There were different parts of the government which 

thought differently. The foreign policy part of the Soviet administration believed that 

because of the SDI program, we now had a good opportunity to work with the military 

and with the defense sectors of the economy to go further with arms control.”265 To 

Bessmertnykh, some in the military did recognize the benefits of arms control, and since 

this was being pushed by the general secretary, those in the field of foreign policy were 

hopeful that military and defense planners would be forced to agree with reductions.  

 There were two basic reactions to SDI from within the Soviet government: to 

develop and build a competitive program or to use SDI as a means to make more gains in 

arms control. “So SDI’s impact went both ways,” stated Bessmertnykh, “There were 

different people in the government feeling differently about it. We in the Foreign 

Ministry—Shevardnadze, myself, all of us, including Gorbachev—believed that we 
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should use this situation to go further with arms control.”266 On the other side, the 

“people who dealt with defense used SDI as an argument for increasing the production of 

their offensive weapons.” 

 Subtle differences even existed within the military leadership and the defense 

sector. According to Bessmertnykh, “The military in the Soviet Union were not all 

against arms control.”267 Akhromeyev and some members of the general staff were “more 

flexible in understanding the necessity to go forward with arms control as a way to avoid 

the danger of conflict.” The strategic concerns of the Soviet military might have been 

paramount to Akhromeyev, but he also recognized that equitable arms reductions would 

have more positive than negative implications for Soviet security. He was willing to work 

with Gorbachev to achieve arms reductions. As chief of the general staff, Akhromeyev 

was in a good position to influence other members of the military leadership and force 

them to consent to reductions, even when they did not agree. 

 However, members of the military-industrial complex (and here Bessmertnykh 

stressed “industrial”) and weapons designers were the “strongest opponents” of arms 

control. They feared, and rightly so, that arms control would lead to a loss of funding for 

their projects and their research. As an example of the problems Gorbachev faced in 

dealing with the military-industrial behemoth, Bessmertnykh recollected a meeting that 

he attended with Shevardnadze, Sergei Tarasenko, aide to Shevardnadze, and anti-

satellite weapons inventors. The designers were trying to get more funding for a weapons 

system, designed to kill US satellites in what they claimed to be a new and “very 

effective” manner. After a series of questions, Bessmertnykh recalled that even he, 
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Shevardnadze, and Tarasenko, without any scientific background or specific technical 

understanding, recognized that the technology was “obsolete and ineffective.” The 

weapons designers were proposing a plan that would look impressive to “their leaders to 

get more funds.”268 This was but one example of the difficulties Gorbachev faced in 

keeping the military-industrial complex in the Soviet Union in check and reducing the 

overwhelming burden of defense spending.  

 By late March 1986, Gorbachev realized that Soviet apprehension over SDI might 

have been placing too much emphasis on the program, and this in turn was giving the US 

side more control in negotiations. He expressed this clearly during the March 24 

Politburo meeting: 

Maybe we should just stop being afraid of the SDI! 
 
Of course, we cannot be indifferent to this dangerous program. But still—can we 
get rid of the complex? They are betting precisely on the fact that the USSR is 
afraid of the SDI—in the moral, economic, political and military sense. That is 
why they are putting pressure on us—to exhaust us. And we decided to say: yes, 
we are against the SDI, because we are in favor of abolishing nuclear weapons. 
The SDI would make the world even more unstable. But for us this is a problem 
not of fear, but of responsibility, because the consequences would be 
unpredictable. The SDI does not improve security, to the contrary—it destroys the 
remnants of what can serve security.  
  
And of course, I decided to reiterate that our response to the SDI would be an 
effective one. The U.S. believes that we would try to create analogous systems, 
and they hope to leave us behind in technologies, by using their technological 
superiority. But we, in the Soviet leadership, know that for our science and 
technology, there is nothing impossible in what the U.S. could develop. In order to 
destroy the SDI system, 10% of the expenses for a countersystem would be 
sufficient.  
 
Therefore, we decided to expose the demagoguery regarding our fear of the SDI 
once and for all.269  
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Gorbachev addressed several of the main concerns the Soviets had with SDI during this 

meeting. First, the shift by the United States to a defensive posture, thereby abandoning 

the deterrence theory of mutually assured destruction, would alter the nuclear strategic 

balance, making it “unpredictable.” SDI should be stopped to promote greater security. 

Bessmertnykh made a statement at the Princeton Conference that ran counter to many 

Soviet public statements on SDI and claimed that “of course, we never thought that SDI 

was an offensive strategic program.” Instead he rationalized that because SDI would 

create a strong defense for the United States, it would negate the impact of the Soviet 

offensive first-strike attack. “By creating this strong defense you have denied the Soviet 

Union the possibility for retaliatory response.… That was very strongly felt by 

everyone.” It was not so much that Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership feared SDI and 

defenses, it was that they feared the imbalance SDI would create in the strategic nuclear 

posture: “We thought that if the United States feels secure from a second strike, then it 

may be prompted to make the first strike. That strategic element was very clearly felt by 

our strategists, and they were trying to persuade Gorbachev of it.”270  

 According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev had a more sophisticated and clear-headed 

view about the potential for a US attack on the Soviet Union even with a working missile 

defense system. When asked whether he believed that Gorbachev was afraid of SDI, 

Chernyaev stated that by March or April 1986 Gorbachev believed that the Soviets and 

Americans were not going to fight each other. “Don’t put on my desk any war-fighting 

programs,” Gorbachev told the military leadership. In Chernyaev’s words, “[Assuming 
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that] no real threat of an attack from the United States against the Soviet Union, and 

Gorbachev felt so, Gorbachev assumed the need for an arms reduction process, and this is 

what underlay his thinking from the start.”271  

 Gorbachev argued that the Soviets should stand firm against the development of 

any kind of space weapons; however, they needed to get over the “complex” they had 

about SDI. Placing so much emphasis on the need to stop the program, as he had done 

with Reagan in Geneva, and allowing the United States to perceive Soviet “fear” of SDI 

“only encourages [the Americans] to proceed with SDI” research and development.272 

The constant public recriminations seemed to add fuel to the fire and gave the Reagan 

administration cause to move forward with the program. Gorbachev recognized that this 

perceived “fear” of SDI was inhibiting progress in other areas of arms control, and he 

wanted to change this perception.  

 The idea that the United States was using SDI to “exhaust” the Soviets, which 

Gorbachev also mentioned in his statement to the Politburo, was only valid if the Soviet 

leadership allowed this to happen. For Gorbachev, direct competition against SDI was not 

an option. His scientific advisors, Yevgeny Velikhov, Roald Sagdeev, and Andrei 

Kokoshin, had argued that SDI could be easily overwhelmed or defeated with 

inexpensive offensive countermeasures, as was examined in Chapter Two. This message 

resonated with Gorbachev, as it provided a counter to SDI without an overwhelming 

economic burden. Velikhov understood Gorbachev’s positions on arms control and 

recognized that reductions would serve his broader goal of cutting the defense budget. If 
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SDI could be combated at a minimal cost, all the better serve to Gorbachev’s overall 

goals.  

 With these comments to the Politburo in late March, Gorbachev made it clear he 

wanted to put aside the alarm that SDI first elicited and work toward a more reasonable 

way of dealing with Reagan’s initiative. Interpreter to Gorbachev and Shevardnadze 

Pavel Palazchenko claims that many within the Foreign Ministry were already working 

toward this goal in early 1986. They were writing “all kinds of papers about how we 

should deemphasize SDI in our positions, that it was counterproductive to emphasize 

SDI.” But whenever a breakthrough seemed close, he recounted, either a harsh statement 

from the United States or a “spy scandal” or another incident, would derail their efforts 

and “undermine the position of those like Shevardnadze, who was already convinced in 

’86 that de-emphasizing SDI would be good for both us and the U.S. side and for the 

process of arms control.”273  

 SDI had proved a stumbling block at the Geneva Summit, with neither leader 

convincing the other of the merits of his position. Gorbachev needed to find a way to 

persuade Reagan that SDI was unwarranted and that the security of both the United States 

and Soviet Union would increase with vast arms reductions. He expressed many of these 

frustrations in an April 2, 1986, letter to Reagan where he described the results of Geneva 

“as a call for translating understandings of principle reached there into specific actions 

with a view to giving an impetus to our relations and to building up their positive 

dynamics.” The Soviets, he wrote, had made new and bold proposals in reducing arms 

and wanted to keep this constructive relationship moving forward. Gorbachev argued that 

the US positions at the Nuclear and Space Talks were not providing the delegations with 
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anything new to work with and that the process was stalling. Security considerations, he 

recognized, were paramount for both sides.274  

Gorbachev was hoping for progress, and worked on changing long-held Soviet 

positions on arms control to make reductions feasible. During the next summit with 

Reagan, concrete results in the form an arms reduction agreement (even a limited one) 

were imperative for Gorbachev, and this would be the impetus for the impromptu 

meeting in Reykjavik, Iceland in October 1986. But no one could foresee the horrific 

events of late April 1986 that confirmed Gorbachev’s worst fears about the power of the 

nuclear atom and altered the thinking of the Soviet leadership regarding the need for arms 

control.  

 

Chernobyl 

No one writing about 1986 can avoid mentioning Chernobyl. Even writing about it is 
painful, but I have to do it because it had a significant effect on subsequent political 
events and on the minds of the people in my country. —Pavel Palazchenko 275 
 
 In the early morning hours of April 26, 1986, a catastrophic nuclear accident 

occurred at the Chernobyl nuclear power station along the Pripyat River in northern 

Ukraine. Two massive explosions blew the heavy lid off Reactor No. 4, shooting 

radioactive material a half mile into the air and blowing the reactor apart. Radioactive 

debris was instantly released and began spreading throughout Europe. During the 

explosions, pieces of Reactor No. 4 landed on the roof of Reactor No. 3, setting it ablaze. 

For several hours, workers and supervisors at the station worked frantically to control the 
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situation but were uncertain about how to deal with such a massive explosion. Their main 

concerns were cooling the core of Reactor No. 4 and putting out the fires. They continued 

monitoring the still-active Reactor No. 3 while local firefighters and crews tried to put 

out the fires.276  

 The impact of Chernobyl on Gorbachev, the Soviet leadership, and the global 

understanding of the consequences of a nuclear catastrophe cannot be overstated. 

However, a full explanation of the events surrounding the Chernobyl accident is beyond 

the scope of this dissertation.277 Instead, this section simply assesses how this horrific 

nuclear accident clearly demonstrated the need for reform within the Soviet system and 

affected Gorbachev’s thinking about nuclear weapons and nuclear power and his decision 

making regarding arms reductions. 

 Moscow was not notified until later in the morning, sometime between 4 and 5 

a.m., about the accident at Chernobyl, and even then, the report was misleading, stating 

that “at 1:21 a.m. on April 26 an explosion occurred in the upper part of the reactor, 

causing fire damage and destroying part of the roof. ‘At 3:30, the fire was extinguished.’ 

Personnel at the plant were taking ‘measures to cool the active zones of the reactor.’ No 

evacuation of the population was necessary.”278 The station was located closest to the tiny 

village of Pripyat, about ten miles from the larger town of Chernobyl and eighty miles 
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north of Kiev. The idea of evacuation was apparently discussed by supervisors at the 

station, but without the order from Moscow no action was taken.  

 David Hoffman points out that this initial report to Moscow was simply “wrong”: 

“The reactor was still burning and was not being cooled, and the population should have 

been evacuated immediately. What the report did not say was even worse: at the scene, 

radiation detectors failed, firefighters and others were sent in without adequate protection 

and officials were debating—but not deciding—about evacuation.”279 In the wake of 

Chernobyl and the wholly insufficient initial response of local and national officials, 

Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership were forced to address the inadequacies of the 

ossified bureaucratic system that had been building for decades and its inability to 

effectively deal with a catastrophic situation. 

 Once he was notified of the accident, around 5 a.m. on April 26, Gorbachev 

immediately called a Politburo meeting. The information they received was “quite vague 

and failed to give an idea of the scale of the disaster.”280 In his memoirs, the Soviet leader 

recalls receiving incomplete or inaccurate assessments of the situation without any real or 

conclusive methods for containing the disaster. A commission was sent to the site to 

assess how to deal with the accident. 

 Within a day of the Reactor No. 4 explosion, monitoring stations in Sweden had 

picked up high levels of atmospheric radioactivity, so those outside of the Soviet Union 

quickly became aware that something had happened. The international community was 

clamoring for information from the Soviet Union, but information was slow to come. A 

brief announcement appeared in the news, merely stating that an accident had occurred at 
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the Chernobyl nuclear power facility and that one of the reactors had been damaged. 

Measures were underway to secure the site, those injured were receiving care, and a 

“government commission” was investigating.281  

 Gorbachev later recalled that within the Soviet leadership there was debate over 

what information should be shared and when, because they did not want to cause a panic. 

There was also concern over the accuracy of information that might be released. 

Gorbachev and many members of the Politburo argued that information should flow 

freely to the public at a certain level, as long as it was accurate. While there were brief 

daily news reports, full and complete assessments of the situation were slow to come. 

Gorbachev did not appear in public or make an official statement until eighteen days 

later.  

 The Chernobyl accident, according to Hoffman, seemed to “paralyze” Gorbachev, 

who was normally a man of action. He “reacted slowly,” and “seemed unable to get the 

truth when he needed it from the disaster scene or the officials responsible for nuclear 

power.”282 Gorbachev wrote in his memoir that “it is necessary to say with all honesty 

that in the first few days we just did not have a clear understanding that what had 

happened was not just a national catastrophe, but one that affected the whole world.” He 

admitted that this was largely because of the “closed nature and secrecy of the nuclear 

power industry, which was burdened by bureaucracy and monopolism in science.”283 In 

other words, it was not that Gorbachev failed to act; he did not have adequate information 

to determine what was going on at the site and what exactly needed to be done. Because 

of the immense scale of the disaster, even experts on the ground at Chernobyl were 
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uncertain about how to best proceed. In Gorbachev’s mind, this was an unacceptable 

failure that inspired him to push ahead to remove these weaknesses from the system. 

 Within a few days of the explosion, Gorbachev began to receive more and more 

information, specifically from Politburo members Nikolai Ryzhkov and Yegor Ligachev 

who had been dispatched to the scene. It is telling that Gorbachev had to send two high-

ranking Soviet officials to the area before anyone was willing to give them the hard truth 

about what needed to be done to contain the radioactive material still leaking out of the 

core and to secure the area. In Gorbachev’s words, the “scale of the disaster became 

clearer every day. We began to see better what had to be done.” During the first few days 

of May, all the residents of Pripyat and Chernobyl, about 135,000 people within a 30-

kilometer radius, were evacuated.284 

 Gorbachev wrote that the “accident at the Chernobyl nuclear power station was 

graphic evidence, not only of how obsolete our technology was, but also of the failure of 

the old system. At the same time, and such is the irony of history, it severely affected our 

reforms by literally knocking the country off its tracks.”285 The nuclear catastrophe at 

Chernobyl obviously had a personal impact on Gorbachev, but on a more practical level, 

it gave him the ability to demand changes from a system not just incapable of providing 

appropriate information to its leadership but also generally disintegrating from within. 

For Gorbachev, “Chernobyl shed light on many of the sicknesses of our system as a 

whole. Everything that had built up over the years converged in this drama: the 

concealing or hushing up of accidents and other bad news, irresponsibility and 

carelessness, slipshod work, wholesale drunkenness. This was one more convincing 
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argument in favour of radical reforms.”286 Gorbachev recognized the opportunity to use 

the disaster as an example of why the Soviet Union had to change.  

 As Chernyaev aptly recounts, because the nuclear energy sector was regulated by 

the military-industrial complex, “it was taken for granted that everything was in perfect 

order. And that there was no chance of a ‘surprise’ like Chernobyl.” As was addressed in 

Chapter Two, gaining a full and complete understanding of the scope and methods of the 

military-industrial complex in the Soviet Union was one of the biggest challenges 

Gorbachev faced in attempting to reform the Soviet state. The accident at Chernobyl 

proved to Gorbachev that the military-industrial complex was a “state within a state” 

whose “top priority” was not “the safety of nuclear power.” Chernyaev did not blame the 

scientists themselves for this accident but believed that the accident was “a product of the 

Soviet system as well as of a patriotism twisted by the Cold War.”287 

 Scientists and nuclear experts met with the Politburo on July 3, 1986, and some of 

Gorbachev’s ideas and frustrations about Chernobyl and the ills of the Soviet system 

come across clearly during their discussions. He raged against the secrecy and decision-

making methods used in the military-industrial complex to determine locations for 

nuclear power stations, stating “For thirty years you’ve been telling us that everything 

was safe. And you expected us to take it as the word of God. This is the root of our 

problems. Ministries and research centers got out of control, which led to disaster. And, 

so far, I do not see any signs that you’ve learned your lesson from this.”288 Until 

Gorbachev came to power, the Soviet leadership trusted the military-industrial complex 

to make these kinds of decisions without much consultation. This had led to increased 
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military spending and out-of-control defense budgets. Gorbachev was determined to 

change this behavior, and Chernobyl had given him a point from which to work. He 

continued by complaining that the “system was plagued by servility, boot-licking, 

collective responsibility, persecution of critics, boasting, favoritism, and clannish 

management. We’re now putting an end to all of this.”289 

 Both Gorbachev and Chernyaev argued that Chernobyl became a true test for 

glasnost. Chernyaev connected Chernobyl to a discussion with Gorbachev and 

Shevardnadze on the impact of the growing “information and knowledge age,” which 

related back to Gorbachev’s comments on the “interconnectedness” of the world. He 

illustrated that Chernobyl “really drove the point home, because the first news of it did 

not come from the Soviet Union. It came from observations of the Swedes and others.” 

Pictures of the accident, taken from a private satellite, appeared in the international press. 

The Warsaw Pact states “heard about this not from the Soviet Union, but from the West. I 

think it is fair to say that many Soviet citizens themselves heard about it first over Voice 

of America rather than from their own government.”290 This secrecy was exactly what 

Gorbachev was working to move away from. It was troublesome to some in the 

leadership that, instead of learning about such a catastrophe from their own government, 

the news came from outside sources. The accident provided a “visible example of the 

power of the information age.”291  

 At the July 3 Politburo meeting Gorbachev explained that the situation at 

Chernobyl “discredited our science and technology. The situation is extremely difficult. 

But under no circumstances will we try to conceal the truth, whether in solving practical 
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problems or in answering the people.” He continued that they had a responsibility to 

share the information they had and “draw the correct conclusions. Our actions are being 

scrutinized by the whole nation, by the entire world.”292 He understood this was a true 

test of glasnost and that within this disaster he had the opportunity to demonstrate the 

ways in which he attempting to change the Soviet system. He was firm in his resolve that 

“any thought of making do with half-measures or evasion is unacceptable. There should 

be complete information about the disaster. A cowardly position is politically 

unacceptable.… Drawing the correct lessons from this is our duty to humanity.”293 The 

Soviet system needed to take responsibility for this disaster and hopefully in doing so 

could show the world that some changes were occurring from within.  

 When Bessmertnykh met with Shultz in Washington in July 1986, the accident at 

Chernobyl was still fresh on everyone’s mind. Bessmertnykh explained to Shultz that 

Chernobyl had a “great impact” on Gorbachev’s thinking. Shultz responded that “After 

Chernobyl, we all now realize the real danger of everything nuclear.” According to US 

calculations, Chernobyl “was something like one-third of the smallest nuclear explosive. 

And if it caused such great damage to almost half of Europe, what will happen if we shall 

use all those arsenals we now have in our hands?”294 Chernobyl made the dangers of 

nuclear war clear to all.  

 The accident at Chernobyl reinforced Gorbachev’s thinking about the horrible and 

destructive power of nuclear weapons and why they must never be used. In a letter to 

Reagan on June 1, 1986, Gorbachev emphasized the need for greater international 

cooperation in limiting or ending nuclear testing and on nuclear power. Nuclear weapons, 
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he argued, “exist precisely for the purpose of destruction and annihilation.” He wrote, 

“The nuclear-space age requires new political thinking and new policies from the leaders 

of all countries. These inexorably severe demands are met by the program proposed by us 

for the complete elimination of nuclear weapons and the creation of a comprehensive 

system of international security.” He stressed to Reagan that his January 15 peace 

initiative provided them the necessary solution to work toward disarmament and would 

limit the chance for further nuclear disasters.295  

 Gorbachev wrote, “Ever since the appearance of nuclear weapons, the best minds 

have pondered how to recork the nuclear jinni. But in the meantime the nuclear arms race 

has intensified. Where is the key, the decisive link with which the nuclear problem can be 

resolved?” He argued that taking steps to halting all nuclear testing would be a positive 

and productive first step toward disarmament. This effort would require cooperation from 

the international community and nuclear agencies. He knew he needed Reagan’s 

cooperation to further this cause and wrote, “We call upon you to contribute to this 

important cause, on which depends the preservation of human civilization.”296 Gorbachev 

was beseeching Reagan to accept some of his proposals and move ahead toward 

disarmament.  

 

Toward a Summit? 

 Other concerns plagued US-Soviet relations throughout 1986, causing the positive 

spirit of Geneva to recede and frictions to re-emerge. First, the United States criticized 
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the continued Soviet involvement in Afghanistan. The administration was unaware of 

Gorbachev’s strong desire to pull out the Soviet military or his difficulty in figuring out 

how to achieve this goal and leave behind a stable country. Second, in early April, the 

United States bombed Libya in retaliation for a bombing in West Berlin targeting US 

servicemen, as well as Libyan links to other terrorist activities. The Soviets protested 

against the bombing of Libya and failed to condemn the terrorist act in West Berlin, 

causing resentment to grow on both sides.297 Shevardnadze canceled an April trip to the 

United States, scheduled to work on an agenda for the next Reagan-Gorbachev summit, 

because of the US bombings. Later in the summer, a spy scandal erupted when Nicholas 

Daniloff, a US reporter based in Moscow was arrested. These events, along with the 

usual volley of human rights issues and harsh public recriminations coming from both 

sides, caused tensions to resurface.  

 Throughout all this, Gorbachev and Reagan continued their correspondence, 

mainly focused on arms control. Ministerial meetings, aside from Shevardnadze’s 

canceled April visit, continued with some regularity. The problem was not that the United 

States and Soviets were not communicating; the problem was that neither side was 

willing to relinquish their arms control positions. While there was some movement on 

small issues and still a theoretical agreement that reductions needed to occur, neither side 

was moving closer to the other. The NST were at an impasse.  

During the spring and summer, Matlock had tried several ways to improve 

lagging Soviet-American relations and overcome the persistent stalemate in arms control. 

He believed that there needed to be a “better means of informal communication,” and that 

the president needed to have a more complete understanding of the internal political 
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pressures that Gorbachev faced.298 Since the Geneva Summit, Reagan and Gorbachev, 

and their bureaucracies, had consistently been communicating through letters and 

intermediaries, but as Matlock explains, they were simply “talking past each other.” Both 

leaders were holding firm in their positions on arms control, and this was causing the 

deadlock.  

Reaching an agreement on arms reductions held more short-term benefits for 

Gorbachev than for Reagan, and Matlock, Shultz, and others in the administration 

understood this. To help the president better understand the pressures Gorbachev was 

facing, over the summer, he and Poindexter had decided to draft “spoof” memos between 

Chernyaev and Gorbachev, embodying hypothetical Soviet positions, with Chernyaev 

“giving Gorbachev advice on how to deal with Reagan.” In the memos, Matlock 

attempted to convey to Reagan that Gorbachev’s motivation was not to “strong arm” the 

United States into “bad agreements.” Matlock tried to make the point to Reagan that 

Gorbachev “desperately needed some agreements in order to get on with the reforms he 

understood the Soviet Union needed. But to do this Gorbachev had to be able to convince 

his people that Reagan was willing to wind down the arms race without demanding 

military superiority over the Soviet Union.”299  

Matlock wanted Reagan to recognize Gorbachev’s broader goals and understand 

that they were not running counter to some of Reagan’s beliefs. Misperceptions plagued 

the relationship, and Matlock wanted both sides to work harder at overcoming that 

problem: “If Gorbachev really wanted to reduce weaponry and save his country from an 

arms race—even if it was to make the Soviet economy stronger—Reagan was willing to 

                                                 
298 Ibid., 193. 
299 Ibid., 195. 



 164 

help.”300 Both leaders had the same overarching goal of drastically reducing the numbers 

of nuclear weapons, but getting them onto the same page was proving very difficult. 

Matlock reasoned that Gorbachev would need to do his part and “start using language of 

accommodation rather than defensive polemics and accusations of bad faith.”301 While 

Gorbachev remained disappointed in the lack of movement from the US side, Reagan and 

members of his team were just as frustrated by Soviet actions and comments.  

 Internally, Gorbachev was doing his best to promote the ideas of the new political 

thinking, which in turn, he believed would help with his domestic reform efforts. To 

stress the importance of the new thinking in foreign policy, Gorbachev gave a closed 

speech at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs on May 23 to ambassadors, diplomats, and 

“high dignitaries of the Soviet political elite.”302 Along with the events of the 27th Party 

Congress and the shifting of new foreign policy team members into place, the speech to 

the MFA clearly defined Gorbachev’s foreign policy goals and expectations. Chernyaev 

wrote several drafts of this speech, which were each personally edited by Gorbachev.  

 Gorbachev detailed his two main objectives for Soviet foreign policy. First, using 

the ideas of the new political thinking to push for internal political reforms to the Soviet 

system would help “assure its competitiveness on the international scene.” In other 

words, positive changes from within would strengthen Soviet foreign policy and Russia’s 

ability to act on the international stage. This was vital both economically and politically. 

Second, the national security interests of the Soviet Union should be “assured by political 

means rather than” military confrontation. The “concentration of society’s military, 

economic and human resources on the preparation for a hypothetical and highly 
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improbable military conflict with some potential aggressor” was no longer acceptable to 

the general secretary. For Gorbachev, after a little over a year in power and so soon after 

the Chernobyl catastrophe, he “regarded this speech as the real ‘starting point for the full-

scale implementation of the ‘new thinking.’” 303 His own foreign policy was now coming 

into being, and Gorbachev had the ability and political power to force this dramatic 

change from the old to the new way of thinking about the position of the Soviet Union in 

the world. 

 Relations with the West played a vital role in Gorbachev’s attempts to reform the 

Soviet Union, as Gorbachev’s attention was not just on the United States. One major step 

forward in easing tensions with Europe was progress at the Conference on Confidence- 

and Security-Building Measures and Disarmament in Europe (CDE) in Stockholm. The 

CDE, which had first convened on January 17, 1984, was composed of delegations from 

thirty-five states with the goal of reducing “the risks of military confrontation in Europe” 

and “to give effect and expression to the duty of States to refrain from the threat or use of 

force in their mutual relations as well as in the international relations in general.”304 The 

CDE was focused on conventional, not nuclear, forces with the objective of sharing 

information on planned military exercises, troop levels, and allowing some inspection 

and verification of these forces.  

 For Jack Matlock, Soviet “hypersecrecy in its military movements and exercises” 

constantly stymied the CDE.305 However, once Gorbachev came to power, the Soviet 

positions slowly began to shift. By the summer 1986, Gorbachev exerted enough pressure 
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on the military leadership and the Foreign Ministry to produce new ideas and 

instructions, remarkably changing long-held Soviet positions on verification.306 By 

September 1986, a final CDE agreement was reached, which went into force on January 

1, 1987. According to Matlock, the CDE agreement was “hardly noticed by the public in 

all the clamor over spies, nuclear weapons, an projected summit meetings.” But the 

agreement produced at the CDE “represented an important step in penetrating the veil of 

secrecy the Soviet military had habitually drawn over its military operations.”307 

 Verification was not only an issue for the Soviets and Europeans at the CDE, as 

this issue plagued US-Soviet arms control talks for many years and was troublesome for 

some in the military leadership and opponents of arms control with the United States. 

According to Andrei Grachev, the military leaders in the Soviet Union were not so fearful 

of the United States learning about new Soviet military technologies or revealing Soviet 

secrets; their concern was that the United States and NATO allies would learn the dire 

state of the Soviet military if they monitored the destruction of the missiles or observed 

troop exercises. Grachev writes, “what emerged during discussions in the Politburo was 

their main fear was… that the actual state of the Soviet military would be exposed—the 

miserable conditions and poor internal discipline that prevailed in Soviet army units was 

indeed a well protected state secret.”308 He recounted an episode, also described in an oral 

history interview with a deputy of the Zaikov Commission, Vitali Katayev, in which 

Gorbachev sarcastically quipped to Marshal Akhromeyev that perhaps the Soviets should 
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invite more “American inspectors” to give the Soviets some guidance and advice “since 

this apparently could help improve the situation in the army.”309 

 Shevardnadze agreed with this assessment. In his memoir, he relays that Soviet 

refusal to allow US inspections from a military standpoint should not have been 

“attributed entirely to our desire to gain strategic advantages. Rather, it was basically an 

effort to hide our weaknesses and inadequacies.” From an economic perspective, building 

on the “obsession with secrecy,” Soviet leaders were able to distort economic indicators 

and production statistics, further masking the deep problems that existed within the 

Soviet system.310 Shevardnadze argued it was easier to hide things than to deal with them 

and attempt to fix them. Gorbachev’s ability to force the military into allowing more 

open, onsite verification of Soviet military exercises and eventually of nuclear forces, 

demonstrates yet another area in which he shifted a long-standing Soviet position to 

reduce tensions with Europe and the United States.  

 Connections with the leaders of West European countries were also important for 

Gorbachev. In early July, French President François Mitterrand came to Moscow and met 

with Gorbachev. During their talks, Gorbachev expressed his ideas about relations with 

Europe, arms control, and the positions of the Reagan administration. He argued that SDI 

was unnecessary, would upset the strategic balance, and in reality would not provide a 

viable defense for “either the US or Western Europe.” Reagan’s insistence on SDI 

frustrated Gorbachev, especially because they had both agreed that offensive weapons 
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should be reduced. He told Mitterrand, Reagan “continues to defend the SDI, he gives it a 

mystical character, pushed (sic) it ahead, repeating incantations along the way.”311  

 Gorbachev believed the United States was trying to exhaust the Soviets 

economically with its superior technology and wanted to begin a new round of the arms 

race in space. This, he argued, was in connection with Reagan’s desire to satisfy the 

“demands of the military-industrial complex.” Gorbachev seemed to believe that Reagan 

was merely acting at the behest of the military-industrial complex and the “known forces 

and groups that propelled Reagan to power.”312 This connection between Reagan and the 

military-industrial complex arose in several Politburo meetings and discussions between 

Gorbachev and his advisors, and again here with Mitterrand. But Gorbachev 

misperceived the pressure placed on Reagan and the vast differences in how much 

control the military-industrial complexes in the United States and the Soviet Union 

exerted. While Reagan of course took the concerns of the military-industrial complex to 

bear, this was not what prompted him to begin the Strategic Defense Initiative or forced 

him in any way to make policy decisions. This is not to say that the military-industrial 

complex in the United States exerted no pressure on Reagan or had no influence, but in 

light of the complex situation Gorbachev was dealing with, in comparison, Reagan had 

much more flexibility. Gorbachev was still trying to wrestle control from the behemoth of 

the Soviet military, which some estimates claim used almost 40 percent of the Soviet 

GNP. Gorbachev evidently thought the military-industrial complex in the United States 

had a much bigger influence on Reagan than it did in reality.  
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Mitterrand had just returned from the United States and described Reagan as his 

own man, a “product of his milieu, and he is not without common sense and intuition.” It 

was clear to Mitterrand that certain pressures were put on Reagan by the military-

industrial complex, which he argued did “not want to listen to the voice of reason.” But 

he told Gorbachev that it would be a grave “mistake to equate the goals of the US 

military-industrial complex with the policies of the administration and the intentions of 

Reagan.”313 Reagan worked to limit the influence of the military, and “in the political and 

diplomatic circles, [administration was] more receptive to the Soviet arguments.”314 

Mitterrand recognized the stagnation in the current US-Soviet relations and urged 

Gorbachev to keep hope alive that they could move ahead. Mitterrand believed the 

Reagan administration would come around and insisted that Gorbachev remember that, 

“in contrast to other American politicians, Reagan is not an automaton. He is a human 

being.” Gorbachev took “special note” of Mitterrand’s entreaty to Gorbachev to view 

Reagan in human terms.315 

 Chernyaev and Grachev, both close advisors to Gorbachev, claim that this 

meeting with Mitterrand helped Gorbachev let go of some of the remaining “stereotypes” 

he held about Reagan and the administration. Since Mitterrand recently met with the 

president, Gorbachev believed he was getting an accurate impression of Reagan’s 

intentions—that perhaps Reagan was not just a puppet of the US military-industrial 

complex.316  
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The total lack of progress since Geneva Summit overshadowed the relationship 

Gorbachev and Reagan had begun to develop. Gorbachev needed to get the relationship 

back on track and to build on this personal rapport he had with the president. He received 

a letter from Reagan in July that reviewed the US positions on arms control related to 

INF, START, and SDI. While Reagan made a few small moves, there was no substantial 

change in the US positions, as Gorbachev had hoped.317  

Gorbachev left for his summer holiday in the Crimea and shortly thereafter 

received a draft reply to Reagan’s message from the Foreign Ministry team. 

Shevardnadze was also on vacation and his deputy, Kovalev approved the draft that was 

sent to Gorbachev. Gorbachev commented that the letter “was a short, routine statement, 

and as I was reading it, I suddenly realized I was gradually being forced into accepting a 

logic that was alien to me—a logic that was in open contradiction to our new attitude, to 

the process we had started in Geneva.…”318 This proposal contained no new initiatives or 

elements of the new political thinking that Gorbachev had promoted so clearly in his May 

speech to the MFA. This was unacceptable for Gorbachev.  

Chernyaev, who was working with Gorbachev in Crimea during the holiday, 

wrote of Gorbachev’s frustration with the Foreign Ministry, “despite the good long talk 

he’d had with them in May—they still had not learned to think big. They got caught in 

details, were afraid of being accused of softness, of losing face. They weren’t prepared to 

take big steps.”319 Chernyaev recounts the following exchange in his memoirs: ‘What do 

you say?’ I replied: ‘It’s no good, Mikhail Sergeyevich!’ He said: ‘Simply crap!’” He 
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wanted bold new ideas and initiatives; instead, he was getting the same trite proposals. 

He told Chernyaev, “‘Write this down. Urgently prepare a draft of my letter to the 

president… with a suggestion to meet in late September or early October in either 

London or,’ he paused for a moment, ‘in Reykjavik.’ I stared at him in surprise. ‘Why 

Reykjavik?’ He said, ‘It’s a good idea. Halfway between us and them, and none of the 

big powers will be offended.’320 

Gorbachev’s frustrations spawned the idea for a pre-Washington summit meeting 

with Reagan. Gorbachev wrote, “I decided to take a strong stand, suggesting an 

immediate summit meeting with President Reagan to unblock the strategic talks in 

Geneva, which were in danger of becoming an empty rite. A meeting was needed to 

discuss the situation and to give new impetus to the peace process.”321 Not only would 

this give momentum to the NST, it would also demonstrate to the Foreign Ministry the 

kind of movement and new initiatives Gorbachev desired. Successful arms negotiations 

in Geneva were crucial to support Gorbachev’s internal reforms. Because they were 

failing to make any progress, he decided to take action by proposing another meeting 

with President Reagan.  

In a discussion with Grachev, Gorbachev stated, “We were steadily retreating 

from Geneva’s results and commitments. I could see we were just going round in circles. 

That might suit them [the US] but not us. At the same time I understood that we were the 

only ones who could change gear and speed up the process. A completely new approach 

was needed. I thought it was imperative to meet Reagan and straighten things out with 
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him. And I had the feeling that it could work.”322 Shevardnadze was scheduled to visit 

Washington in September on his way to a UN General Assembly meeting in New York, 

and it was then that he delivered Gorbachev’s letter to Reagan a letter with the proposal 

for a pre-summit meeting.  

When Shevardnadze arrived in Washington on September 19, 1986, to work on 

plans for proposed summit between Gorbachev and Reagan, the atmosphere was tense. In 

late August, Nicholas Daniloff, a US reporter based in Moscow, was arrested on charges 

of espionage. The United States had arrested Gennadi Zakharov, a member of the Soviet 

delegation to the UN and known KGB agent, and believed Daniloff was picked up in 

retaliation. To say that the president was angered over Daniloff’s arrest would be a gross 

understatement. Reagan and Shultz focused on securing Daniloff’s release before any 

summit plans were finalized. Shultz expressed surprise when Shevardnadze did not 

cancel this trip because “every aspect of superpower relations seemed to have become 

like an exposed nerve.”323  

Even amidst rising tensions over the “spy scandal,” coupled with US demands for 

expulsion of some members of the Soviet delegation to the United Nations, Gorbachev’s 

plan for a meeting with Reagan took precedence for the Soviet leader and his goals. 

Shevardnadze arrived in Washington and met with Shultz and then with Reagan on 

September 19. He delivered Gorbachev’s letter to Reagan in which the general secretary 

proposed a meeting sometime in October to “accelerate the arms control process before 

our meeting in Washington.”324 To show just how flustered Shevardnadze was, after he 
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and Shultz arrived at the White House to meet with Reagan, he realized he did not have 

Gorbachev’s letter. Shevardnadze quickly dispatched an aide to retrieve it for Reagan.325  

In this message, Gorbachev expressed his all too familiar frustrations, claiming 

that the Soviets were doing everything possible to “search for concrete solutions aimed at 

radically reducing the level of military confrontation in a context of equivalent security,” 

while the United States’ actions seemed to be working in the opposite direction.  

 Gorbachev’s letter addressed three main areas of contention. The first dealt with 

the ABM Treaty and US plans to begin deploying ABM systems within five to seven 

years. The Soviets viewed this as a US “bypass route to securing military superiority” 

that the Soviets could not accept. The Soviets wanted an agreement to strengthen the 

ABM Treaty, adherence of both parties for a period of fifteen years, and an agreement 

that ABM or space weapons systems testing would remain confined to a laboratory 

setting. With this accord, the Soviets could then agree to a 50-percent reduction of 

offensive nuclear forces.  

 Second, regarding INF, Gorbachev wanted the “complete elimination of U.S. and 

Soviet missiles in Europe” and discussed the problems surrounding the achievement of 

this goal. In the interim, the Soviets would drop the conditions on British and French 

nuclear arsenals. He believed a formula could be worked out for the remaining Soviet 

forces in Asia and US-based INF forces. Verification, he continued, would “seem no 

longer to be an obstacle.”326 The third issue dealt with the moratorium on nuclear testing. 
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Gorbachev argued that the US position, which held that tests were necessary to “ensure 

reliability of nuclear arsenals,” was “untenable.” Other methods to test weapons systems 

existed that did not require nuclear explosions. Gorbachev expressed his belief that the 

two leaders should be able to find a “mutually acceptable solution” to this problem.  

 The most fascinating thing about this September 15 letter is that it contained all 

the proposals Gorbachev presented at Reykjavik. Gorbachev was showing his hand 

before the summit even occurred. What was not entirely clear was the linkage between 

each of these elements. The letter continued:  

…in almost a year since Geneva, there has been no movement on these issues. 
Upon reflection and after having given thought to your last letter, I have come to 
the conclusion that the negotiations need a major impulse; otherwise, they would 
continue to mark time while creating only the appearance of preparations for our 
meeting on American soil.  

They will lead nowhere unless you and I intervene personally.327  

 

Gorbachev was hopeful that in meeting with Reagan he could achieve some of these 

goals. He proposed a “one-on-one” meeting, perhaps with just the two leaders and their 

foreign ministers, to bridge this impasse. With movement on these three crucial issues, 

his trip to Washington for a full-scale summit would be more fruitful.  

Gorbachev’s proposal for a meeting provided Jack Matlock with a glimmer of 

hope that US-Soviet relations “might be on the verge of a sudden turn for the better.”328 

In reading Gorbachev’s September 15 letter to Reagan, Matlock recognized a different 

tone and told Poindexter that Gorbachev had probably “tossed the draft he got from the 

MFA into the wastebasket, called in his stenographer, and straight-out dictated the letter. 
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The man is serious. He knows he needs a deal, and he’ll try not to let the bureaucrats 

screw it up.”329 Matlock believed that Gorbachev was getting desperate to reach some 

kind of accord with Reagan and that this was the impetus for an impromptu meeting.  

 Shevardnadze and Shultz met in Washington, and then again several more times 

in New York, to try and work out the situation with the arrests of Daniloff and Zakharov, 

which Reagan declared must be resolved before he would agree to a meeting. In Shultz’s 

mind, Shevardnadze was eager to reach an agreement with special instructions from 

Gorbachev to settle the Daniloff Affair so “we could meet in Reykjavik” in October.330 

After “some very hard dealing,” the two worked out acceptable terms for an exchange, 

and Reagan agreed to meet Gorbachev in Reykjavik on October 11 and 12. Preparations 

began immediately on both sides. 
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Chapter Four 

Reykjavik 

With Reagan’s conditional acceptance of Gorbachev’s invitation to meet in 

Reykjavik on October 11 and 12, 1986, Gorbachev and the Politburo, along with arms 

control advisors in the Big and Little Fives, began planning the directives for this 

upcoming summit. Since the conception of the Reykjavik Summit, Gorbachev was 

thinking about his broad goals and ways to lure Reagan into accepting some limits on 

SDI or halting the program altogether. Preventing a new arms race in space and 

diminishing the current economic burden of military spending was vital for Gorbachev’s 

internal reform efforts. This hinged on his ability to convince Reagan at Reykjavik that 

drastic cuts in offensive nuclear weapons were necessary and would provide greater 

security for the United States and the Soviet Union than a defensive program like SDI.  

From August to the acceptance of the final directive on October 8, Gorbachev 

challenged the Foreign Ministry and arms control planners to present him with new ideas 

and proposals to support their main goal for Reykjavik—to reach agreement on a 50-

percent across-the-board reduction in offensive strategic weapons for the Soviet Union 

and United States. As this chapter will demonstrate, the early proposals did not meet with 

Gorbachev’s approval, did not reflect the sweeping goals he had in mind, and did not 

reflect the deeper changes he wanted to promote with his new political thinking. 

Gorbachev pushed hard, overseeing the planning for Reykjavik himself and personally 

developing the set of directives that he would later present to Reagan in person.  

As Gorbachev recounted, “Everyone agreed at the Politburo meeting that 

Reykjavik would improve our image in the world, demonstrating our determination to 
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prevent a new arms race. But our generals and even some people in the Foreign Ministry 

and in our negotiating team in Geneva were doubtful. They were firmly stuck in a logic 

of antagonism.”331 He stressed a constructive approach was absolutely necessary in 

dealing with the United States. Gorbachev challenged the leadership to push for bold 

initiatives with Reagan. He was willing to take risks to achieve his goals, but could he 

convince some members of the Foreign Ministry and the military leadership to shed their 

old ways and tactics?  

Gorbachev was searching for a way to stop SDI, even if that meant giving in to 

some other American demands. Preventing a new arms race in space was vital for the 

Soviets, but at the same time, according to Chernyaev, the Soviets “were still dominated 

by an obsession with absolute parity that had squeezed the country dry in the preceding 

decades.”332 Was it necessary to challenge and match the United States in every aspect of 

the arms race? Gorbachev and close advisors like Shevardnadze and Chernyaev did not 

think so. However, they recognized the difficulties ahead in challenging and altering this 

“antagonistic” mentality that had pervaded the Soviet leadership for decades. Gorbachev 

realized that he could meet American arms reduction demands so long as neither side had 

a dramatic strategic advantage. Most in the Soviet leadership believed that SDI testing 

and development would give the United States exactly this type of strategic advantage 

over the Soviet Union. Gorbachev had to find some leverage to use with Reagan to slow 

down or stop SDI.  
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The proposal for a 50-percent reduction in Soviet and US offensive nuclear 

arsenals was bold. However, to achieve these drastic offensive reductions, US adherence 

to the ABM Treaty was vital for Soviet security. Gorbachev was willing to make vast 

cuts in the Soviet nuclear arsenal, as long as he received a pledge from the United States 

for non-withdrawal from the ABM Treaty. He urged the planners to work toward the 

elimination of all INF forces in Europe, while the issue of Asian INF forces remained 

open for further negotiations. Gorbachev pressed for realistic proposals to present to 

Reagan and, as Chernyaev aptly described, to “sweep Reagan off his feet.” 

The drama of the Reykjavik Summit has been examined many times over from 

various viewpoints.333 The goal of this chapter is not to re-tell this entire story; instead 

this chapter focuses on Gorbachev’s planning and preparation for the summit and his 

decision making. Tracing the evolution of the Soviet directives for Reykjavik 

demonstrates how Gorbachev was able to convince the military to make the bold 

proposal for a 50-percent across-the-board reduction of offensive nuclear weapons. Of 

course, as we shall see, this was conditional on ABM adherence by the United States, 

which complicated the talks. Gorbachev took this linkage even further at Reykjavik and 

connected SDI and ABM to not only offensive weapons reductions but also to INF. 

When he took this package to Reagan at Reykjavik, it is clear that Gorbachev believed in 

the merits of this proposal and his ability to convince Reagan that, with these dramatic 

offensive reductions, SDI would be unnecessary. The offers he would make on INF 
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would be the icing on the cake that would sway Reagan to accept his package agreement. 

However, in the end, the linkage in the Soviet package, coupled with Reagan’s dogmatic 

stance on SDI, mired the negotiations and prevented Reagan and Gorbachev from 

reaching any agreements at Reykjavik.  

With Reagan’s conditional acceptance of a pre-summit planning meeting, pending 

the release of American reporter Nicholas Daniloff, Gorbachev and the Politburo 

discussed the potential goals for Reykjavik.  Gorbachev’s resolve was clear: “We are 

only in the process of declaring our new policy, and it has already made a great 

impression on the outside world.… The results will come. This is what scares the 

Americans, inspires them to try to undermine our plans.”334 Gorbachev took one last shot 

at Kovalev for the uninspired draft response to Reagan’s July letter, when he said, “It 

does not correspond to our goal—to achieve progress in our contacts with the US. That is 

why I did not agree with the draft. I made our response more dramatic, and named 

specific issues, with which I would be ready to go to a summit with Reagan.”335 

Gorbachev expected progress in arms control and was willing to change long-

standing Soviet positions to reach an agreement with Reagan: “We cannot make offers to 

the Americans, which we know beforehand they would not accept. This is not a policy.” 

He wanted to overcome the old stereotypes and modes of negotiations, which were 

designed to make it seem like both sides were making concessions, when in fact, 

negotiators went in knowing from the start that their proposals would not be accepted. 

This was counter to the new thinking and Gorbachev’s rational, realistic approach to arms 

control. But Gorbachev needed the Soviet leadership and the members of the Big and 
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Little Five negotiating teams to recognize this and give him feasible, working proposals 

that would move the US and Soviet positions closer, in a reasonable manner. He 

reiterated this during a September 29 meeting with Chernyaev, stressing that US interests 

had to be taken into account during the Reykjavik planning for any progress to be made 

and also emphasized the “need for concrete initiatives. It is irresistible in our 

offensive.”336  

Chernyaev requested, per Gorbachev’s instructions, that the Foreign Ministry 

develop talking points for the upcoming meeting at Reykjavik with Reagan, dealing with 

“all issues, primarily disarmament.”337 Again, the documents the Foreign Ministry 

produced provided no sense of the new thinking or of the urgency in Gorbachev’s plans. 

A frustrated Gorbachev fumed: “There are no signs of new thinking, of approaching the 

problem of war and peace in the spirit of the [27th] Congress.” 338 He complained that the 

preparations were “putting the cart before the horse” because of their focus on the details 

of arms control proposals and not on the broader ideas that Gorbachev wanted to discuss 

with Reagan at Reykjavik; instead, for Gorbachev, the “big politics should be in its 

forefront, not negotiating minutiae.” The document seemed to dismiss the January 15 

peace initiative and proposal for a nuclear-free world, pushing the issue of strategic arms 

limitations “into the background although it is the primary danger to humanity,” as 

Gorbachev openly said on many occasions. He argued that failure at Reykjavik would be 

unacceptable and would “provoke universal disappointment.”339 Gorbachev had proposed 

this meeting with Reagan for the sole purpose of promoting new initiatives and breathing 
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life back into the sluggish arms control process. However, it seemed that no matter how 

hard he and Chernyaev pushed, they were not getting the bold proposals they wanted 

from the MFA.  

The next draft was a coordinated effort by several agencies, prepared by Marshal 

Sergei Akhromeyev, Yuli Vorontsov,340 and Georgii Kornienko and presented by 

Anatoly Dobrynin to the Politburo in late September. Chernyaev criticized this draft as 

well, telling Gorbachev that the directive failed to substantially address new goals that he 

wanted to put forth. According to Chernyaev, “The main goal of Reykjavik… is to sweep 

Reagan off his feet by our bold, even ‘risky’ approach to the central problem of world 

politics. To get all we can out of an international situation currently favorable to us for a 

major step toward disarmament.”341 The draft achieved none of these aims, and instead 

the draft communicated the older principles Gorbachev wanted to avoid and failed to 

bolster the new thinking.  

This draft directive titled, “Thoughts on a Meeting with Reagan,” covered four 

topics.342 First, the draft directive briefly addressed nuclear testing, noting that work on a 

comprehensive test ban agreement should continue. Next, the document covered specific 

instructions on options for space weapons in relation to ABM adherence. The Soviets 

should consider reducing the period for non-withdrawal from twenty to fifteen years. 

During the first ten-year phase, US and Soviet testing would be restricted to laboratories 
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and other outlets specifically addressed in the original ABM Treaty. No testing of space-

based components would be permitted, and no deployment of space-based systems would 

be allowed. After this first ten-year phase, the second five-year phase would consist of 

negotiations for possible space testing of some elements. It seemed feasible this period 

could be shortened to two and a half years if further talks were not necessary.  

The third section of the document addressed strategic weapons, specifically in 

relation to non-withdrawal from the ABM Treaty. If the United States agreed to ABM 

adherence as described above, the Soviets would drop their demand for 8,000-warhead 

allowance for each side and agree to the 7,500 count the United States had proposed. 

Each side would retain 1,600 launchers or delivery vehicles. Because of the asymmetry in 

nuclear force structures, each side would retain the ability to determine its own structure. 

If the United States agreed to the ABM adherence, it would then be possible over a ten-

to-fifteen-year period to reach and implement a 50-percent reduction of all strategic 

weapons on both sides.  

 The final section presented two options for dealing with medium-range missiles, 

and this was where the document varied greatly from Gorbachev and Chernyaev’s ideas 

of bold, new thinking. The “first variant” proposed reducing US and Soviet INF counts in 

Europe to one hundred missiles on each side, as an interim option. The Soviets, as 

mentioned in the September 1986 letter to Reagan,343 were willing to drop the 

contingency that British and French forces be included with the American INF counts. 

The United States, however, were supposed to recognize this Soviet concession and in 

turn remove its Pershing II missiles from the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and 
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agree to a freeze of Soviet Asian INF forces at their current levels. This first variant was 

preferable, the document continued, because if the Soviets retained one hundred medium-

range missiles in Europe, this was vital for deterrence. These missiles would “remind” 

the West that the Soviets had the capacity to make a retaliatory strike in Western Europe. 

Gorbachev and Chernyaev, however, did not agree with this plan. As we shall see, during 

the October 4 Reykjavik planning meeting, Gorbachev spoke out specifically against this 

idea. 

The second variant on INF proposed the total liquidation of American and Soviet 

INF in Europe, while allowing the Soviet concession on British and French weapons to 

remain. Soviet forces in Asia would be addressed in a separate set of negotiations. This 

option was not endorsed by the document’s authors because an analysis demonstrated 

that by 1995 NATO would have enjoyed a 2-to-1 numerical superiority in medium-range 

missiles in Europe. The Soviets would have retained medium-range bomber capacity, but 

NATO would have kept the British and French missiles. Therefore, the authors of the 

draft directive argued that the first variant was preferable.344 

In reaction to this draft directive, Chernyaev outlined three main ideas that he 

believed Gorbachev should focus on with Reagan. He addressed INF concerns, strategic 

offensive reductions, and a nuclear test ban and its connection to SDI. He suggested the 

optimal result could be achieved through the liquidation of “all medium-range missiles in 

Europe, ignoring the English and French arsenals, and immediately start[ing] separate 

talks on the Asian ones.” Again, dropping the contingency that British and French 

missiles be included with US INF counts was a shift in the long-held Soviet policy. 
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Gorbachev bluntly stated on more than one occasion, and Chernyaev reiterated it in 

reaction to the draft directive, that the Soviets were not going to war with the British or 

French. The draft, in Chernyaev’s words, “refers once again to the danger the French and 

English arms present to us. But it is completely impossible to imagine the circumstances 

under which any French or English government, no matter how close their relations with 

the United States, would press the button to launch a nuclear attack against us.” He 

continued, “We are simply scaring ourselves here while reinforcing the obstacles that 

have blocked European disarmament for over ten years.”345 

Next, Chernyaev elucidated that strategic weapons reductions, “not nuclear tests 

and space, [should be] our first priority.… A bold suggestion here would make a most 

powerful impression.” An idea was to put forth for the liquidation of nuclear weapons 

“which has been repeatedly stressed by the US president as well.” Strategic reductions 

needed to be at the forefront of the discussions. Chernyaev suggested Gorbachev propose 

an across-the-board 50-percent reduction without making it “conditional on a space 

agreement”—in other words, on SDI—because “it will be another dead end.”346 The 

directive for strategic arms should only focus on reductions that address the asymmetry in 

Soviet and American forces. 

Chernyaev recognized that linking SDI to START reductions was a “dead end,” 

so he instead suggested linkages between SDI, ABM, and the nuclear testing ban. He 

argued that banning nuclear tests should be connected to strengthening the ABM Treaty: 

“The SDI question is thus attached to this problem. If there is no testing, there will be no 
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SDI.”347 Chernyaev shifted the connection between SDI and START reductions, which 

had precipitated the roundabout discussion between Reagan and Gorbachev in Geneva 

and which linked SDI to nuclear testing. If testing was prohibited, the potential threat 

posed by SDI would be nullified.  

Back in April 1985, right after coming to power, Gorbachev had enacted a 

unilateral Soviet moratorium on nuclear testing, but the United States continually refused 

to join the moratorium. The US administration argued that to keep weapons safe and up-

to-date, testing was necessary. With this suggestion, Chernyaev was trying to find a way 

to put the brakes on SDI while still working out a solution to 50-percent reductions in 

offensive ballistic missiles.  

Gorbachev agreed with Chernyaev’s recommendations348 and stressed these ideas 

with the Reykjavik planning group on October 4 and again during the October 8 

Politburo discussions. Corresponding to this planning document and the Politburo 

meeting notes are several preparatory documents and directives from the Katayev 

Collection. An analysis of these documents demonstrates the evolution in the Reykjavik 

process for Gorbachev, moving from the uninspired Foreign Ministry documents to the 

directives used during the meeting to try and “sweep Reagan off his feet.”349 Building on 
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the new foreign policy ideas and initiatives Gorbachev had established throughout 1986, 

Gorbachev and his close advisors, the Politburo, and the Zaikov Commission, in 

conjunction with the Big and Little Fives, worked together to produce a dramatic set of 

proposals for Reykjavik. 

The October 4 notes from the Reykjavik Preparation Group, which included 

Zaikov, Chebrikov, Kovalev, and Akhromeyev, clearly demonstrate the direction 

Gorbachev wanted to go during his meeting with Reagan. Gorbachev began the meeting 

of the group by emphasizing that the new START proposals were the key. To get Reagan 

to the table and “move” him to negotiate required that the Soviets “give him something. 

Something with pressure and breakthrough potential has to be done.” The Soviets needed 

to determine how far they, and the United States, were willing to go.350 The January 15 

initiative needed to be re-emphasized, especially the fact that the Soviets were prepared 

to liquidate nuclear weapons, starting with a 50-percent reduction of all nuclear weapons 

in the first stage. Gorbachev specifically stated, “We should not link this position with 

space,” but as we shall see later in this chapter, this position shifted. Thus, as with 

Chernyaev’s suggestions, START was a most crucial issue, and the Soviets were 

prepared to offer 50-percent overall reductions.  
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Gorbachev moved on to medium-range missiles. He argued that all INF forces 

should be removed from Europe. Again, he stressed, “are we planning to go to war?! We, 

the Soviet Union, are not planning to go to war. That is why we are acting like this.” In 

other words, Gorbachev was willing to make concessions on the British and French 

counts because he no longer believed the British and French posed a realistic threat to the 

Soviet Union. He believed the Soviet Union would be more secure with the removal of 

all Soviet and US INF forces from Europe: “I am for having no missiles at all… I repeat, 

the leitmotif is the liquidation of nuclear weapons, and the political approach prevails 

here, not the arithmetical one.”351 Gorbachev did not want to get bogged down in the 

numbers at Reykjavik with Reagan. He wanted broad agreements and then for the 

negotiating teams to work out the details. He addressed the remaining Soviet INF forces 

simply by stating that separate negotiations on the remaining INF forces in Asia should 

begin.  

Next, he emphasized the connection between ABM, nuclear testing, and SDI: “If 

the testing is stopped and we do not pull out of the ABM treaty (beyond laboratory 

experiments), it will be a blow to the SDI… and to the prospects of space weapons 

development in general.”352 If both sides adhered to the ABM Treaty this would limit the 

development of the space components of SDI. If the United States would “agree not to 

pull out of the ABM, then the talks will have some potential.”353 He wanted an agreement 

on ABM as well as on nuclear testing, because if testing was banned it would be 

“impossible to put nuclear weapons in space.” 
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As far as dealing with Reagan and SDI, perhaps with an imminent air of 

foreshadowing, Gorbachev said at the meeting, “I will tell Reagan at Reykjavik that our 

response will be effective. And not from the direction, from which you, so to say, expect 

it. I will look him straight in the eye as I say this. If you do not meet us halfway, well, 

then my conscience will be clean before you and before myself. Now I have to explain to 

my people and to the whole world, why nothing worked out between us. I regret very 

much that we wasted the time.”354 Clearly Gorbachev remained concerned over SDI and 

its ramifications for arms control, even after his March pronouncement that the Soviets 

needed to drop the psychological “complex” they had regarding SDI.  

 Gorbachev’s positions on this, especially in the statements he made next to the 

Reykjavik planning group, seem somewhat contradictory to this end, but in actuality they 

demonstrate his more realist approach to the problem of SDI. For Gorbachev, the broad 

goal was “to prevent the next round of the arms race. If we do not do this, the threat to us 

will only grow. And if we do not compromise on some questions, even very important 

ones, we will lose the main point: we will be pulled into an arms race beyond our power, 

and we will lose this race, for we are presently at the limits of our capabilities.” For 

Gorbachev to prevent this new arms race, this meant stopping SDI. He clearly understood 

that economy of the Soviet Union could not withstand the pressure of competition with 

the United States in this sector. He argued, “If the new round begins, the pressure on our 

economy will be inconceivable. That is why to avoid the new round of the arms race is 

the task of tasks for us.”355 
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However, he continued, “We should concentrate all our resources on the 

development of our own anti-SDI [system], [we should] give the people material 

incentives. We must not allow the US superiority in this issue.” Gorbachev was not 

arguing for a full-scale Soviet SDI-type system; instead, he wanted the Soviets to develop 

a countersystem that could defeat SDI: “From what I have read up till now, and from 

what was reported to me, I see that we can reach the result with smaller expenditures.” 

And he would tell this to Reagan, “a move, which they do not expect.” Therefore, instead 

of direct competition and the development of a full-scale defensive system, Gorbachev 

wanted something, anything that he could use against Reagan to try and convince the US 

president that his SDI dream would be futile and useless. This would prevent a new arms 

race and preclude the Soviets from having to enter into direct competition with the United 

States, which Gorbachev clearly understood the Soviet economy could not withstand. 

The proposals Gorbachev crafted to present to Reagan at Reykjavik were designed to 

meet this goal. The offer of vast reductions of offensive weapons, coupled with feasible 

countermeasures or a system that could defeat SDI, could convince Reagan to give up on 

this program and work toward a nuclear-free world. 

A ten-page Central Committee draft, dated October 1986 and signed by Zaikov, 

Chebrikov, Sokolov, Dobrynin, Yakovlev, and Kovalev, addressed the concerns 

Gorbachev raised at the planning group meeting. The document began with a broad 

overview of the politics of Reykjavik, explaining that the international situation was 

favorable for a breakthrough in disarmament at this meeting. The main goal of the 

summit would be to work out agreements with Reagan, which could then be given to 

Shultz and Shevardnadze to prepare a final agreement for signature during a future 
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summit in Washington. In keeping with Gorbachev’s broader goals, the “agreement 

should be based on the idea that nuclear war was not possible and military potential 

should be reduced to a level necessary for reasonable defense.”356  

Keeping this in mind, the document covered four main areas for consideration at 

Reykjavik: nuclear testing, strategic offensive weapons and space, medium-range rockets, 

and chemical weapons. Section 1, entitled “Banning the Testing of Nuclear Weapons,” 

stated that the main Soviet objective was to reach a comprehensive ban on nuclear testing 

but worried the Reagan administration had made it clear this was unacceptable to them. 

The Soviets, the document argued, should hold this “principled line” on stopping tests 

and try to get the United States to accept some partial limits on testing at Reykjavik, with 

the aim of eventually ending all testing. Verification was also addressed, as this was a 

major concern for both sides in all arms control negotiations. The Soviet Union was 

prepared to accept “complete, effective, and absolute verification,” on nuclear testing.357 

Unlike Chernyaev’s proposal, SDI was not mentioned in this document in connection 

with nuclear testing. 

 Instead, SDI was linked with START. In Section 2, “Strategic Offensive Weapons 

and Space,” began with a general declaration that the Soviets would uphold their 

commitment to an overall 50-percent reduction in strategic offensive weapons. With this 

radical proposal for strategic weapons reductions, “of course, such reductions can only 

take place if both sides agree to ban space-strike weapons.” Offensive reductions would 

be contingent on halting SDI. The draft document continued that the attention of the US 
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president should be drawn to the fact that, if an agreement to strictly adhere to the ABM 

Treaty was reached, an interim agreement for reducing offensive strategic weapons could 

be implemented—in other words, if the United States would give up SDI, the Soviets 

could agree to 50-percent reductions of offensive weapons. The document proposed that 

a period of ten years for ABM compliance would be acceptable, with a three-to-five-year 

period for negotiations to determine how best to proceed on ABM.  

 The document specifically addressed how to deal with SDI and testing. The 

Soviets needed to “explain that observance of ABM permits laboratory testing and work 

on the American SDI program, and prohibits testing of weapons that can strike objects in 

space and strike the earth from space. This does not mean a ban on testing which the 

ABM Treaty permits. (Note: the ABM Treaty allows testing of stationary ground ABM 

systems—anti-missiles, launchers and radars, and other means that are based on other 

physics principles developed to replace permitted ABM components and systems).”358 In 

other words, laboratory testing of SDI would be allowed, as long as the tests adhered to 

the specifications outlined in the ABM Treaty. The document clearly wanted to prevent 

space-based SDI testing.  

 Section 3, on “Medium-range missiles,” proposed the “most radical solution” to 

the INF problem in Europe—the complete liquidation of these forces by the United States 

and Soviets—with a corresponding agreement that the British and French would not 

increase their INF weapons counts. In a decisive step, the Soviets were withdrawing their 

contingencies on the British and French weapons and proposing the complete elimination 

of US and Soviet weapons.  
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 The document then addressed an interim option, explaining that because it 

appeared the United States and its NATO allies, specifically the FRG, were not prepared 

for such a solution, that one hundred missiles in specific formats could be retained on 

both sides in Europe in the interim. However, the Soviets insisted that, on the US side, 

these could only be cruise missiles and that all Pershing IIs should be removed from 

Europe. The document continued that Soviet INF forces in Asia would be frozen at 

current levels, and concurrent force levels in the United States could be retained. 

Negotiations on these forces would begin on a separate track. The document believed 

both sides could move closer to an accord on these issues, especially with the Soviet 

concession on British and French weapons.  

 The last paragraph of the section on INF was most intriguing: “Explain that 

decisions on INF in Europe and Asia could be achieved without a connection to the 

problems of space and strategic weapons.” According to this Central Committee 

document, no linkage was necessary between INF, START, and ABM. The linkage was 

clear between SDI, START, and ABM; if reductions of offensive missiles were agreed 

upon, the Soviets wanted guarantees on SDI and space weapons. Reductions or 

elimination of the INF forces would only increase Soviet security, as Gorbachev and 

other members of the leadership believed, and INF had no real connection to the space 

weapons issue. But as we shall see, the linkage between SDI, START, and ABM plainly 

emerged during the Reykjavik meetings with Reagan, even though Gorbachev tried to 

use his concessions and the suggestion to eliminate all INF forces as leverage to get 

Reagan to give up on SDI.  
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 This Central Committee document provided the basis for the October 8, 1986, 

Politburo discussion on the Reykjavik positions and the final Reykjavik directives. These 

meeting notes give us insight into Gorbachev’s thinking as well as some other Politburo 

members about the broad goals for the meeting, how to deal with the Reagan 

administration, and how this meeting would help improve the image of the Soviet Union 

with the international community.  

Gorbachev began the meeting with a rather broad statement, covering several 

important themes: “Reykjavik will allow us to improve the image of our foreign policy. It 

will highlight its constructivism… to end the deadlock that Geneva brought us into…. 

The United States has an interest in keeping the negotiations machine running idle, while 

the arms race overburdens our economy. That is why we need a breakthrough; we need 

the process to start moving.”359 Gorbachev understood the importance of his meeting 

with Reagan not only for arms reductions but also for the future of the Soviet state. 

Reykjavik held the potential to improve the Soviet image on the world stage and 

demonstrate that the Soviet Union was not preventing arms control. After all, Gorbachev 

had suggested this meeting in order to achieve a breakthrough in disarmament.  

If Reykjavik could help break the deadlock at Geneva, Gorbachev recognized the 

potential in arms reductions for helping with his economic reforms and made this clear to 

the Politburo. TK Aleksandr Bessmertnykh reiterated this point at the 1995 Princeton 

Conference on the End of the Cold War. According to him, the connection between 

economics and arms control was Gorbachev’s “number one preoccupation.” The 
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Reykjavik preparations involved a “very drastic proposal” to move the process forward 

because the economic pressure “was very, very strong.”360  

 While the economic concerns were ever present, for Gorbachev, Reykjavik 

presented more immediate strategic opportunities. He believed that Reagan was under 

pressure from the “right wing” not to make any concessions to the Soviets and admitted 

that the “meeting will be very difficult. We should not exclude a possibility of failure.” 

He hoped that by agreeing to the meeting Reagan was showing his desire to not accept 

the “line of action suggested to him by the extremists… He sees a way out for 

himself.”361 Gorbachev was still not exactly sure how far Reagan was willing to go but 

held out hope that with his new proposals they could move forward and break the 

stalemate in Geneva. According to Politburo member Nikolai Ryzhkov, “Our biggest 

plus is that we made Reagan come to the summit. And he is counting on such an outcome 

of Reykjavik that would help him save political face.” Gorbachev agreed and recognized 

that, especially with the US midterm elections nearing, “Reagan needs this as a matter of 

personal ambition, so as to go down in history as a ‘peace president.’”362 For 

Shevardnadze, “contradictory statements” coming from the administration and the West 

were due to “an acute domestic struggle.” He thought at Reykjavik the Soviets might see 

some results, but at the least, they could “expect the most unexpected steps. However, 

any results will become major political capital for us.”363 
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 In the eyes of Gorbachev, the international community expected results from this 

summit and were “pressing for positive dynamics in international development.” The 

Soviets “are the bearers of this positive dynamics, we support the forces of realism.” 

Gorbachev wanted results. The world, he argued, wanted results. 

 He took two basic positions. By making concessions on the British and French 

INF forces, the goal would shift to the elimination of US and Soviet forces in Europe. But 

in making this concession, “we will insist on non-withdrawal from the ABM Treaty and 

the cessation of testing—this is what the whole world demands.” Although not explicitly 

stated, in this opening statement of Gorbachev to the Politburo, Gorbachev’s idea linking 

SDI, START, and ABM was apparent. He was willing to give up his demands on British 

and French counts, but he would insist on ABM Treaty adherence.  

 Politburo member Yegor Ligachev addressed this directly: “If we do not succeed 

with Reagan in Reykjavik, perhaps we should agree to the option of partial reductions? 

Would this be acceptable or not?” Then he answers his own question: “It is right to link 

strategic weapons with negotiations over testing and to the ABM.” But Ligachev did not 

link INF to ABM or START; he was arguing for a separate agreement on INF. 

Gorbachev picked up this point, complaining that the Soviet “military speak about 

difficulties which would arise if we reduce or remove the INF missiles. They grudge it! 

However, they supported the Politburo position.”364 This was undoubtedly a reference to 

the earlier proposal, “option one,” which stated that removal of Soviet INF forces in 

Europe would leave the threat of British and French missiles. It seems that Gorbachev 

had forced the military to “grudgingly” accept the idea that the complete elimination of 
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Soviet and US INF forces in Europe was a good idea and to dismiss the idea that the 

British and French forces threatened the Soviet state.  

 During this discussion of INF, Gromyko admitted the initial deployment of Soviet 

SS-20s in the late 1970s had been a “gross error in our European policy.” This argument, 

as we shall see in Chapter Six, became a crucial part of the decision to untie the Soviet 

arms control package after the Reykjavik summit; however, during this meeting, other 

than this mention by Gromyko, no one delved into this issue. 

 Shevardnadze commented that they should “not exclude a positive result in 

Reykjavik, because there is a very strong pressure on the USA.” He explained that they 

might agree to the ten-year non-withdrawal period on ABM and to a 50-percent cut on 

the nuclear “triad,” but on INF, the Soviets’ “weak point” was Asian INF forces: “We 

must think through all the options.” In other words, Gorbachev believed the potential for 

movement by the US administration existed, because the Soviet proposals conceded 

several demands the United States had been making since the start of the Nuclear and 

Space Talks.  

 Viktor Karpov, head of the Soviet negotiating team in Geneva, asked, “Why are 

we against a global option on the intermediate range missiles? Do we want a ‘double 

decision’ for NATO and for Asia? There are no American rockets there, only airplanes 

for now.” Gorbachev responded, “Can we agree to 100 intermediate range missiles in the 

East? The US only has 10 intermediate range missiles there, although, truly, they have 

aircraft carriers, air bases etc.”365 Karpov raised a good question, but at this stage, 

Gorbachev’s position was for total elimination in Europe with negotiations to follow on 

INF in Asia and the eventual goal of elimination there as well. It is important to note that 
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from the military’s reaction, Gorbachev apparently forced them to accept this position, 

along with the British and French concessions.  

 According to Gorbachev, the Soviet strategic goal on INF missiles was to 

“remove the ‘Pershings’ from Europe. They are a serious threat to us. This is also 

politically beneficial in our relationship with Western Europe.” Second, “from this is the 

‘zero option’ for Europe. If we leave 100 missiles… it will not be the same, absolutely 

not the same!” This was a counter to the earlier draft proposal that had the interim option 

of one hundred missiles on each side. Gorbachev vehemently argued that retaining 

European INF was counterproductive on all levels. Asia, however, was another matter: 

“So for Asia we can push for 100, but for Europe—zero!”  

 But later in the meeting, Gorbachev made a most interesting statement, “As a last 

resort, we could do more work on the intermediate range missiles in Asia. We must have 

a backup plan: after the main conversations with Reagan, to suddenly offer him Asia as 

well.”366 The INF missiles in Asia would be the ace up his sleeve, if he needed it. 

Gorbachev would be willing to give up the INF in Europe and Asia, if he needed to trade 

this to get Reagan’s acquiescence in another area.  

 Gorbachev outlined the overall benefits that offensive weapons reductions would 

have for the Soviet state. The Soviet Union could not afford to enter into a new round of 

the arms race with the United States. Their “most important task” was to prevent this 

because if they did not, the Soviets would have to modernize their strategic weapons, 

which would be very costly: “‘Tridents,’ ‘minutemen…’ entering the space with 

weapons. Then [we will face] a degradation of our ecological, strategic, and political 
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security—a loss on all sides, because first and foremost it [will] lead to a wearing-out of 

our economy. This is impermissible.” It was not just an arms race in space that would 

burden the Soviet economy. Here, Gorbachev argued that even sustaining current levels 

of Soviet offensive weapons was too much of a burden.  

To make the meetings at Reykjavik more effective, Gorbachev wanted bold, 

broad moves to present Reagan and did not want to get caught up in the minutiae. He 

argued that it was “impermissible to cling to particulars, to details, to fail to see the 

bigger picture behind the details, to confuse one’s own head with arguments over 

details.”367 The Soviet Union could not afford to waste time and get hung up on the 

details at this juncture. He wanted a broad agreement, and then Karpov and his team in 

Geneva could work out the particulars.  

 Gorbachev was very blunt when he stated, “If they impose a second round of the 

arms race upon us, we will lose!” He made it clear, as he had on numerous occasions, that 

the Soviet Union could not afford to get caught up in another competition with the United 

States. He reasoned that they needed to step out of the same old pattern that had gotten 

the Soviets into their present situation, explaining that “Inevitably, we will start to 

panic—‘hurry, hurry up! We are falling behind!’” He recognized that “the value of the 

decisions we make today is enormous for the country.” They had to stop this cycle of 

excessive military spending and attempt to get the Soviet economy back on track. 

Gorbachev accepted that the Reykjavik meetings with Reagan would be challenging, but 

he was determined to make certain concessions to sway the US president into an 

agreement.  
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 The final directives for Gorbachev at Reykjavik did not contain any drastic 

changes from the October Central Committee draft directive.368 The directives did 

contain a draft agreement that Gorbachev hoped he could sign with the president and then 

give to Shultz and Shevardnadze as the basis for a treaty to sign at the upcoming 

Washington Summit. Gorbachev received approval from the Politburo for his “sweeping” 

goals at Reykjavik. The bold new initiative he would present to Reagan proposed a 50-

percent across-the-board reduction of offensive strategic weapons on both sides. The two 

leaders, Gorbachev hoped, would agree to this broad proposal and then let the foreign 

ministers and Geneva negotiating teams work out the details. This reduction would take 

into consideration the different structures of both nuclear systems. The Soviets wanted 

the US side to recognize their acknowledgment of American concerns over Soviet heavy 

missiles but expected the same consideration from the US side.369 Thus, the proposal 

began with the 50-percent START proposal, as Chernyaev had originally suggested 

during his late September discussion with Gorbachev.  

 Next, the directive covered medium-range missiles, both in Europe and Asia. 

Withdrawing their concerns over British and French missiles, the Soviets moved for 

complete elimination of Soviet and US INF forces in Europe. No doubt in deference to 

the military leadership, the document read, “we are ready, even though it is difficult, to 
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put aside the nuclear potential of England and France.”370 The Soviets wanted it to be 

clear to the American side that they viewed this as a major change in the Soviet position. 

On the Asian missiles, the directive provided a few options. First, the United States could 

“drop this issue,” in other words, stop trying to force the global zero. Second, the more 

preferable option, new separate, negotiations would start on all INF in Asia (and in reality 

any INF forces outside of the European theater) with the goal of the elimination of these 

missiles. Third, remaining missiles in Asia would be capped at one hundred for each side.  

 But the directive failed to mention Gorbachev’s “ace up his sleeve”—his idea to 

trade the Asian INF forces to Reagan as a last resort. This was not explicit in the formal 

directive, suggesting that Gorbachev would only use this maneuver at his own discretion 

if he deemed it necessary. Gorbachev knew perfectly well that the military leadership 

would not approve something like this; however, if he’d already made the deal to Reagan, 

he could force them to accept.  

 On ABM, the test ban, and SDI, the Central Committee directive stressed that the 

ABM Treaty was the foundation for the successful move toward disarmament, which 

“like nothing else, could create the trust necessary for decisive steps to improve and 

further our relations.”371 Again, similar to the Central Committee draft, the directive 

proposed a period of non-withdrawal of ten years, followed by a period of negotiation of 

three to five years and allowed SDI to be tested in laboratory settings under the terms of 

the original ABM Treaty. The Soviets wanted strict prohibitions on testing outside of the 

lab for weapons designed “to strike from space targets in space or on the Earth.” 

Stationary or ground-based ABM systems would not fall under this category, and testing 
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of those installations was permitted under the original treaty. On nuclear testing, the 

directive argued for a full and complete ban on nuclear tests.  

 The directive also covered chemical weapons, which both the US and Soviet sides 

agreed needed further restrictions as they posed a great “danger to humanity.” Finally, it 

covered the Soviet stance on verification: if vast steps to disarmament on both sides were 

taken, they would have no problem with open and “absolutely reliable” verification 

regimes on for both countries. Gorbachev stressed this point and was willing to allow 

greater verification measures than any previous Soviet leader. He understood this was a 

key in developing trust in the relationship with the United States and in furthering his 

disarmament goals.  

 The short draft agreement covered all these points with more formal language 

than the longer directive. All in all, the agreement did not drastically change from the 

October Central Committee draft but was much more specific than the initial draft about 

which Chernyaev had so many complaints. This initiative provided Gorbachev with the 

bold move, an across-the-board 50-percent cut in all offensive weapons, which 

Chernyaev had stressed was designed to “sweep Reagan off his feet.”  

 What was implied in the planning discussions for Reykjavik and in each of these 

documents, but never explicitly stated, was the linkage between the three main proposals. 

If both sides agreed to a 50-percent reduction in offensive weapons, then the Soviets 

could secure an agreement for non-withdrawal from ABM and therefore limit the 

potential threat of SDI—developments crucial for Soviet security. These links were 

obvious. However, there did not seem to be any rational reason for the linkage between 
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INF to START and ABM. As we shall see, Gorbachev did put this linkage into play at 

Reykjavik. Why?  

 On several different occasions, the threat from INF was described by Gorbachev 

as a “gun pointed at our temple” that had made the nuclear balance in Europe more 

precarious. INF forces had not increased the security of the Soviet Union or Europe. But 

at this stage, with the Reykjavik plan, the Soviets were proposing a bold new initiative 

and were making concessions on several long-standing positions that had hindered 

agreement up to this point. Gorbachev wanted to achieve elimination of INF in Europe, 

but he might have thought he could leverage these offers to get Reagan to limit SDI 

testing to the laboratory and pursue the 50-percent reductions in offensive nuclear 

weapons. Thus, linking the three parts would give him greater potential to achieve his 

goal of 50-percent reductions while limiting the potential threat of SDI in the near term.  

 Detinov and Savel’yev, in their book The Big Five, argue that this linkage was 

likely a concession Gorbachev made to the military leadership to get their acquiescence 

on the concessions for British and French missiles relating to INF and on the broad goal 

for 50-percent offensive reductions without specifications on the force structures. 

Gorbachev, the authors argue, was prepared to make a separate agreement on INF and 

had brought this issue up with West European leadership as early as a Fall 1985 trip to 

Paris. With the Reykjavik directives, the Soviets believed they made significant 

compromises, and 

in making these concessions, Soviet decision makers had concluded that it was 
necessary to demand corresponding compromises from the American side. It was 
in this connection that the Soviet Union returned to the “package” approach from 
Reykjavik, linking the problem of MRBM [medium-range ballistic missiles] in 
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Europe with strategic weapons and with the “prevention of an arms race in outer 
space” or, in practical terms, with the American SDI program. 372 

 

For Detinov and Savel’yev, “the most probable actor who stood behind this change in the 

Soviet positions—a retreat to the ‘package approach’ from the Paris approach373 to 

coincide with an independent MRBM agreement—was the Ministry of Defense.”374 

Therefore the package approach was designed to lure Reagan in with bold, aggressive 

cuts in offensive weapons and a zero option for INF in Europe, while at the same time 

curtailing SDI development.  

 However, the authors argue that there were some inherent problems with this 

linkage and that perhaps Gorbachev did not recognize this incongruity.375 During the 

preparations for Reykjavik, Gorbachev took a hands-on approach and worked closely 

with the Zaikov Commission and the Big Five in developing the proposals for the 

meeting. This was clear from the October 4 Reykjavik Planning Group meeting chaired 

by Gorbachev. All the Geneva positions were examined, and some positions were altered 

to “pave the way to an agreement.” However, “in spite of the fact that the main thrust of 

the new proposals was to reach closure on concrete agreements with the United States in 

the spheres of nuclear and space weapons, the proposals contained a number of points 
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which were clearly unacceptable to the United States. Primary among these were the 

‘package approach’ and the limitations on SDI.”376 

It is clear in hindsight that Reagan was unwilling to accept any limits on SDI 

research at Reykjavik; however, the authors’ assessment that Gorbachev failed to “clearly 

understand” the unacceptable nature of his proposals may be too harsh. Detinov and 

Savel’yev assert that Gorbachev’s proposals for Reykjavik were doomed to fail from the 

start because of this linkage. However, Gorbachev believed in his ability to negotiate 

with Reagan and undoubtedly thought the positions he was presenting to Reagan would 

provide enough incentive to at least place some limits on SDI testing. Obtaining US 

agreement to adhere to the ABM Treaty was crucial for Gorbachev to get the Soviet 

military leadership to accept drastic cuts in offensive weapons.  

 Gorbachev’s advisor Andrei Grachev takes a slightly less critical approach in 

explaining the Reykjavik package. He writes, “Having realized he had no real means of 

persuading or forcing Washington to abandon SDI, Gorbachev was hoping to ransom its 

slow-down from Ronald Reagan by offering the maximum price.”377 The “maximum 

price” in this instance was dropping the British and French nuclear weapons contingency 

and including cuts on Soviet heavy ICBMs. Grachev argues that, if Gorbachev could get 

Reagan to agree to adhere to the ABM Treaty and slow down the research and 

development of SDI, the Soviets’ plans for disarmament, and in turn improving the 

Soviet economic situation, could commence.  
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While the linkage was not formally addressed in the Reykjavik directives, it 

became apparent during the meetings with Reagan that Gorbachev intended to use his 

proposals to leverage Reagan on SDI. But Reagan had no intention of giving up on SDI. 

Gorbachev and Reagan had slightly different understandings about their upcoming 

meeting at Reykjavik, as the goals and planning on the US side were much different. As 

soon as the administration received word Nicholas Daniloff had been released from 

Moscow and was in route to Washington, Reagan appeared at a press conference and 

announced his intention to meet with Gorbachev in Reykjavik on October 11 and 12 to 

prepare for a “full-scale summit to take place later in Washington.”378 

The administration took Gorbachev’s proposal for Reykjavik at face value. They 

planned for the meetings, not on the level of full-scale summit negotiations, but as 

planning and preparation for the upcoming summit. According to Shultz, US 

policymakers had already been preparing for the upcoming Washington summit, so most 

of the US positions were in place. During a recent meeting, he and Shevardnadze 

“conducted a comprehensive review” of their positions on “nuclear and space issues, 

nuclear testing, chemical weapons, and risk reduction.” Shultz argued that at Reykjavik 

the president should shift the focus back to START working toward a “ceiling on ballistic 

missile warheads and subceilings which can form the heart of a strategic arms reduction 

agreement.”379 

Matlock argues that one of the great “myths” surrounding Reykjavik is the idea 

that “Gorbachev came thoroughly prepared and surprised an unwary, naïve American 

president who had given little advance thought to the meeting.” According to Matlock, 
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this was completely unfounded, and “if anything Reagan came better prepared than 

Gorbachev, who had cobbled together his proposals at the last minute.”380 Like Shultz’s 

statement above, Matlock claims that the positions the administration took to Geneva 

were based on the work they had been preparing for Gorbachev’s upcoming visit to 

Washington. Reagan went to Reykjavik with a very clear goal: to reach “an 

understanding regarding one or two major agreements that would permit Gorbachev to 

come to the United States for a full-fledged summit.”381 

The Reagan administration set out its goals and plans for the Reykjavik meeting 

in National Security Decision Directive (NSDD) 245. Reagan believed Reykjavik would 

merely be an informal precursor to the meetings planned for Washington and Moscow 

within the coming years, and he prepared for the meeting as such. With NSDD 245 the 

president wished “to stress… that I do not anticipate signing any agreements at 

Reykjavik.”382 The remainder of the document outlined four main objectives, very 

general guidelines that could have been applied to any US-Soviet negotiations. The 

points were as follows: 

— Demonstrating my commitment to solving problems in the US-Soviet 
relationship, to the degree the Soviets are willing. 
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— Identifying issues with reasonable prospects of solution, and accelerating 
efforts to resolve them. I will press the General Secretary to agree to acceptable 
approaches to outstanding key issues in order to intensify ongoing negotiations. 
 
— Engaging the Soviets in substantive and serious discussions on the entire range 
of issues of the US agenda. I will not permit the meeting to focus exclusively or 
disproportionately on arms control, and I will ensure that regional, bilateral and 
human rights issues are thoroughly reviewed. 
 
— Demonstrating to our Allies and to the American public that the policy we 
have pursued toward the Soviet Union—based upon realism, strength, and 
dialogue—has created the potential for effective negotiations with the Soviet 
Union. I will, of course, continue to avoid preemptive or one-sided concessions 
and steadfastly resist Soviet pressures and threats.383  
 

None of the US preparations dealt with any specific arms negotiation proposals or other 

hard issues. Reagan went to Reykjavik with these broad goals in mind in order to lay the 

foundation for future meetings, but Gorbachev had other, more specific goals in mind.  

 

The Summit 

Reagan wrote in his memoir about these meetings, “At Reykjavik, my hopes for a 

nuclear-free world soared briefly, then fell during one of the longest, most 

disappointing—and ultimately the angriest—days of my presidency.”384 These words just 

as easily could have come from Gorbachev. While the Soviet delegation arrived in 

Reykjavik with high hopes that their bold initiatives would move the two sides closer to 

an arms control agreement, Reagan and the US delegation were prepared to discuss the 

proposals on the table at the NST (and little else) and to discover why Gorbachev had so 

eagerly wanted to meet Reagan.  
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Gorbachev and Reagan first met privately on the morning of October 11, 1986.385 

Gorbachev stressed the importance of the meetings for world peace: “Our direct 

discussion signifies that Soviet-American dialogue continues. Although it is proceeding 

with difficulty… nevertheless it is continuing. And this in itself already justifies the 

trip.… The meeting is a testimony to our responsibility to the respective peoples of our 

countries and the entire world.” Reagan responded, “Here we are, the two of us, sitting 

together in a room, and we may resolve the question of whether there will be peace or 

war in the world. We both want peace, but how to achieve it, how to strengthen trust and 

reduce mutual suspicion between our two peoples!”386  

Almost immediately, the talks produced dramatic arms reduction proposals. 

Reagan addressed some ideas currently on the table in Geneva and reminded Gorbachev 

that “our goal remains the total elimination of strategic nuclear missiles.” Gorbachev 

responded, “I would like to make clear to you and to the US government the thought that 

we want such solutions to the problem of arms limitation and are approaching our 

proposals which I will present today in such a way that the reduction in nuclear arms 

would consider to an equal degree the interests of both the USA and the Soviet Union.”387 

This was the message that he had delivered in the Politburo meeting a few days earlier. 

For any agreements to be reached, both sides had to retain an equal advantage. 

Gorbachev continued:  
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If in our proposals we considered only our own interests, and thereby gave reason 
to suspect that we were seeking roundabout means of attaining military 
supremacy, this would not stimulate the American side to seek agreement, and 
could not be the basis of agreement. Therefore, I would like to precisely, firmly 
and clearly announce that we are in favor of such a solution to the problem which 
would ultimately provide for complete liquidation of nuclear weapons and would 
ensure equality and equal security of the USA and Soviet Union at all stages of 
movement toward this goal. Any other approach would be unintelligible, 
unrealistic, and inadmissible. We would hope that the USA would act in the same 
way.388 
 

Reagan affirmed that this was the position of the United States as well. From these lofty 

comments during the opening discussions, the path seemed open for real progress to be 

made.  

 Shultz and Shevardnadze then joined their two leaders for the more specific 

discussions. Gorbachev’s threefold proposal was based entirely on the drafts he had 

worked on with Chernyaev and had discussed in the Politburo meeting. Both sides had 

proposed and discussed an overall 50-percent reduction in strategic weapons. The 

problem was defining strategic weapons and “heavy missiles,” while also taking into 

consideration the asymmetry in the strategic forces of both sides. Gorbachev suggested 

that these reductions could occur while taking into account and assessing the needs for 

cuts in different areas on either side.389  

With regard to medium-range missiles, he proposed their total elimination from 

the European sphere and agreed that the Soviets would drop their previous restrictions on 

British and French weapons. Gorbachev stated, “We are agreeing to a great concession… 

I think you understand what a great new step we are taking.” He then suggested that a 

freeze of all missiles with the range of less than 1,000 kilometers should be enacted, 
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while negotiations begin immediately to reduce INF weapons from the Asian sphere, a 

major concern of the United States.390 

 The next section of Gorbachev’s proposal concerned nuclear testing and the ABM 

treaty in conjunction with the Strategic Defense Initiative. He addressed nuclear testing 

and verification issues, emphasizing “once and again that the Soviet Union is interested 

in the effective and reliable control over measures for disarmament, and is ready to 

implement it by any means needed, and by means of on-site inspections.”391 Mainly 

Gorbachev wanted the United States to recommit itself to the ABM treaty for a fixed 

period of time (ten years) while negotiations continued (for three to five years). During 

this “term of non-exercising the right to withdraw,” it would be vital “to ensure mutual 

understanding of the fact that developments and testing in the sphere of SDI would be 

allowed within the confines of laboratories, with prohibition of outside-of-laboratory 

testing of means intended for space-based destruction of objects in space and on earth.”392 

Apparently, Gorbachev believed that laboratory testing for SDI, which was entirely 

permissible under the current ABM Treaty terms, along with the all the other concessions 

he had placed before Reagan, would be too enticing for the Americans to refuse. He 

wrote, “we were aware of the President Reagan’s commitment to SDI and suggested 
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allowing continued laboratory research and testing in this area.”393 He must have believed 

that Reagan would have recognized some consolation with this allowance for laboratory 

testing. 

  But Reagan quickly countered Gorbachev’s proposal to limit SDI research and 

again offered to share any positive results from SDI development with the Soviet Union. 

Reagan wanted “to sign an agreement which would replace the ABM treaty” and allow 

for further testing. Then, “if the tests showed the possibility and practical expediency of 

creating a defensive system, then this agreement would obligate us to share this system 

with the other side. In exchange, the parties would promise to fully liquidate strategic 

arms” and would agree to the “mutual use of such systems.”394 Reagan reiterated his 

basic argument: the need for offensive weapons could be eliminated on both sides with 

the development of a strong, reliable defense—for both sides.  

Reagan’s persistence with this line of reasoning and his unwavering commitment 

to SDI seemed to frustrate Gorbachev, who then suggested that they break so that Reagan 

could discuss the new Soviet proposals with the other American negotiators. Perhaps 

Gorbachev was hoping someone would be able to convince Reagan to give a little on 

strategic defense, given the magnitude of these issues. Reagan agreed to the break but 

added, “If we were to propose studies in the sphere of strategic defensive systems under 

conditions where we would reject the reduction of offensive weapons, we could be 

accused of creating a cover for a first strike. But our position is not such…. The 

agreement which I have proposed would prohibit us from expanding a strategic defensive 
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system until we reduced offensive arms. This system would be our protection and 

yours.”395 Gorbachev was not convinced.  

Reagan and Shultz departed and met the rest of the negotiating team at the US 

embassy, assembling for a meeting in the “security bubble.” As the proposals presented 

by Gorbachev were presented, Nitze commented that it was the “best Soviet proposal we 

have received in twenty-five years.”396 Reagan remarked about Gorbachev, “He’s 

brought a whole lot of proposals, but I’m afraid he’s going after SDI.”397 The team 

assessed the strengths and weaknesses of all the ideas, generally accepting that 

Gorbachev had given in to many US demands. Gorbachev had also dropped the period of 

ABM Treaty non-withdrawal from fifteen to ten years. Shultz recounted, “He was laying 

gifts at our feet.”398 But SDI was still the sticking point for Reagan who believed the 

United States had the right, even the duty, to continue SDI research and not to give in to 

Soviet pressure to limit its possibilities. 

The afternoon session began, and the two leaders, with their foreign ministers, 

continued the discussions and applied more specifics to the morning’s proposals. Reagan 

continuously defended his positions on SDI, insisting that it would not be used for any 

offensive purposes and that the technology, if successful, would be shared with the Soviet 

Union:  

Listen, we are two civilized countries, two civilized peoples… now that an ABM 
regime exists, both countries have terrible missiles aimed at each other that can 
annihilate countless numbers of people, and primarily noncombatants—women, 
children. And the sole defense against this possibility is the threat that we also are 
in a position to carry out such a mass extermination. This is an uncivilized 

                                                 
395 Ibid. 
396 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 760. 
397 Don Oberdorfer, The Turn: From the Cold War to a New Era (New York: Touchstone, 1992), 191. 
398 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 760. 



 213 

situation. I propose a system which both countries will have and which will not 
put anyone in a disadvantageous position, and will make missiles obsolete.399 

 

Gorbachev contended that it would be difficult for him to convince the Soviet leadership, 

Soviet people, and Soviet allies to agree to such vast arms reductions if no concessions 

were made on SDI. He argued that these interest groups in the Soviet Union could not be 

convinced that SDI would not pose a threat to the Soviet Union if it violated and 

therefore nullified the ABM Treaty.400  

Gorbachev concluded this session by stating, “Excuse me, Mr. President, but I do 

not take your idea sharing SDI seriously. You don’t want to share even petroleum 

equipment, automatic machine tools or equipment for dairies, while sharing SDI would 

be a second American revolution. And revolutions do not occur all that often. Let’s be 

more realistic and pragmatic. That’s more reliable.” Reagan weakly answered that “If I 

thought SDI could not be shared, I would have rejected it myself.”401 Reagan had 

obviously not convinced the general secretary that, if SDI was successful in the 

laboratory, that the United States could share the results with the Soviets without some 

kind of backlash from the US scientific and defense communities. Gorbachev had good 

reason to be worried about this issue, since in another two years, Reagan would no longer 

be the US president. There were no assurances that Reagan’s successor would be as eager 

to share such technologies with the Soviet Union. 
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At 8 p.m. that evening, Soviet and American negotiating teams met to hammer 

out the technical details for the plans Gorbachev and Reagan had discussed throughout 

the day. The meeting lasted until the early morning hours, with Marshal Akhromeyev 

heading the Soviet delegation, while Paul Nitze took the reins on the American side.402 

Nitze reported to Shultz, summarizing the issues the group worked out during the all-

night meeting. On this working session, Nitze wrote: 

Gorbachev not only proposed a zero INF ceiling in Europe, but offered to come 
down to one hundred SS-20s in Central Asia, a reduction of almost ninety-three 
percent in INF RVs in that part of the world. The United States would be allowed 
one hundred within our national boundaries. The President and Mr. Shultz 
thought that was acceptable; however, short-range missiles (less than a thousand 
kilometers) remained an unresolved issue. 

The two leaders appeared to accept those ceilings on strategic offensive systems 
that had been discussed and agreed ad referendum during the course of my all 
night session with Akhromeyev, but the space-defense issue continued to loom as 
the major obstacle.403 

 

Reagan and Gorbachev addressed unresolved questions at the final morning meeting on 

October 12, but all in all the working group made great strides in bringing the Soviet and 

American positions on INF and START closer to an agreement. Aside from the 

disagreements over SDI and ABM Treaty limitations, Reagan and Gorbachev had made 

great progress with the negotiations on other issues.  
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 Adherence to the ABM Treaty was the major stumbling block on the second day. 

Shultz wrote that Gorbachev appeared “totally dissatisfied with where matters stood on 

space and defense.”404 The Soviets had dropped their demands from fifteen to ten years 

on the ABM Treaty, but Reagan was unwilling to compromise. Gorbachev continued to 

point out all the concessions he had been willing to make in other areas.  

Gorbachev believed that the development and testing of SDI, as long as it was 

confined to the laboratory, was sufficient. But Reagan did not want to accept any 

restrictions on potential testing. According to Nitze, “Gorbachev demanded that all 

research, development, and testing of SDI be confined to the four walls of a laboratory. 

Reagan suggested that the issue be set aside to be resolved in Geneva or at a later summit. 

Gorbachev refused. He said he would never agree to strategic offensive reductions 

without corresponding agreement that would assure there would be no sudden breakout 

or deployment of SDI.”405 Gorbachev was not willing to put the ABM Treay and 

laboratory testing back on the table in Geneva. While Nitze claims that “For President 

Reagan, confining research, development, and testing of SDI to the laboratory was 

synonymous with consigning it to the trash heap. And that was what Gorbachev wanted 

to get out of the President at Reykjavik.”406 

Matlock disagreed that limits on SDI testing would have killed the program, but 

Reagan could not be convinced. During the final afternoon session, Gorbachev had 

argued that ten years in the lab would not hamper the development of SDI. But, 

according to Matlock, Caspar Weinberger and others convinced Reagan “that Congress 
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would not fund SDI if it was limited to the laboratories. So far as I know, Shultz never 

contradicted Weinberger’s assessment, with the result that “laboratories” became in 

Reagan’s mind nothing more than a backdoor way to destroy his dream.”407  

 The following conversation, from the morning session on October 12, illustrates 

the frustrations over SDI and space weapons deployments: 

[Gorbachev:] We know that you plan to deploy SDI. But we do not have such 
plans. And we cannot assume an obligation relative to such a transition. We have 
a different conception. 

[Shultz:] …what general understanding can the parties reach relative to the 
restrictions imposed by the ABM Treaty on activity related to creating a long-
range strategic defense? 

The President has stated to you and the whole world that he will not renounce the 
SDI program. You do not agree with that. But as I understand it, you recognize 
his problem and that he is trying to meet your concern half-way. 

[Gorbachev:] But I think that I am even helping the President with SDI. After all, 
your people say that if Gorbachev attacks SDI and space weapons so much, it 
means the idea deserves more respect. They say even that if it were not for me, no 
one would listen to the idea at all. And some even claim that I want to drag the 
United States into unnecessary expenditures with this. But if the first ones are 
right, then I am on your side in this matter, but you have not appreciated it. 

[Reagan:] What the hell use will ABM’s or anything else be if we eliminate 
nuclear weapons? 

[Gorbachev:] Absolutely right. I am for that. But the point is that under the ABM 
Treaty the parties do not have a large-scale antimissile defense, and you want to 
deploy such a defense. 

[Reagan:] But what difference does it make if it is not nuclear weapons? What 
difference whether it exists or not?… 

[Gorbachev:] Mr. President, you just made a historic statement: What the hell use 
will SDI be if we eliminate nuclear weapons? But it is exactly because we are 
moving toward a reduction and elimination of nuclear weapons that I favor 
strengthening the ABM treaty. In these conditions it becomes more important.408  
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Whether he meant to or not, Reagan actually seemed to make Gorbachev’s point, stating 

that if nuclear weapons were eliminated, “What the hell use will ABM’s or anything else 

be?” and Gorbachev picked up on that. Reagan quickly backtracked, arguing that some 

defenses would still be necessary even after the elimination of all offensive weapons.  

 The arguments of both sides each contained some validity, and after examining 

these exchanges, the disagreement very much resembled the “chicken-and-egg” problem. 

Both sides agreed that nuclear weapons needed to be eliminated, but the means to achieve 

this end were at odds. Gorbachev wanted to strengthen the ABM Treaty, which would 

mean no deployable defensive weapons while offensive weapons were reduced. Reagan 

believed that this was a big risk and that a defensive system should still be developed to 

protect from the offense that still existed or from a potential rogue nuclear attack. 

Gorbachev argued that this defensive system, by nature, was perilous to the Soviet state 

and pressed for the reduction of offensive missiles, while Reagan countered that 

reductions in arms could not be possible without some type of defensive system. Therein 

lay the failure of the summit at Reykjavik. 

 But Reagan and Gorbachev had agreed on START and INF. Matlock recalled that 

Reagan was fighting Gorbachev on the linkage of these issues to SDI throughout the 

meetings, but Gorbachev was not giving any ground on SDI. Gorbachev stated: 

So, we now have the same position on two questions [START and INF]. On the 
others we have had an interesting exchange of views, but without coming to terms. 
I believe we can end our meeting with that. Even so, it has not been useless. It 
didn’t have the results that were expected in the Soviet Union and in the United 
States, and that I expected, but we have to deal with reality. The reality is that we 
have not been able to work out agreed positions on these questions. We spoke of 
major reductions of nuclear arms, but if the fate of the ABM Treaty is not clear 
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then the whole concept collapses and we are back where we were before 
Reykjavik.409  

 

Gorbachev seemed ready to go home. Reagan asked, “with so much agreement… Can we 

really leave with nothing?” Gorbachev replied, “Unfortunately, yes we can.”410 However, 

instead of calling it quits, they decided to take a break and meet again at 3pm. This 

morning session was the last on the formal schedule, but both sides decided to give it one 

more shot and meet again in the afternoon.  

 During the morning ministerial meeting with Shevardnadze, Assistant Secretary 

of Defense Richard Perle and Bob Linhard, assistant to the president for nuclear issues 

and arms control, passed Shultz a proposal scribbled on a legal pad. They had a new idea. 

Because Reagan had not yet approved the idea, Shultz told the foreign minister that “if, 

after we break, you hear some pounding in our area, you’ll know that is the president 

knocking my head against the wall.” The proposal offered a US adherence to the ABM 

Treay for ten years, reserving the right to deploy defensive systems after this period. The 

idea interested Shevardnadze, but he was clearly not authorized to negotiate on the issues 

Shultz presented. 411 When this meeting broke, Shultz and Shevardnadze took the 

proposal back to Reagan and Gorbachev, respectively, for more discussion. Apparently 

this proposal provided the impetus for the unscheduled afternoon session. Both sides 

were trying to find a way to come closer to an agreement. 

 Gorbachev opened the afternoon session by presenting Reagan with a strikingly 

similar offer to the one made by Shultz that morning, with the omission of a few key 
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issues. Shevardnadze had undoubtedly taken the proposal from Shultz to Gorbachev. The 

plan ignored the option of defensive deployments and retained the ten-year ABM 

framework. The Soviet proposal was as follows: 

The USSR and the US would pledge not to exercise their right to withdraw from 
the unlimited ABM Treaty for 10 years, and to comply strictly with all its 
provisions during that period. Testing of all space components of ABM defense in 
space shall be prohibited except for laboratory research and testing. 

During the first five years of this 10-year period (until 1991 inclusive), the 
strategic offensive weapons of the two sides shall be reduced by 50 percent. 

During the following five years of this period, the remaining 50 percent of the 
two sides’ strategic offensive weapons shall be reduced.  

In this way, by the end of 1996 all the strategic offensive weapons of the USSR 
and the US will have been eliminated.412 

 

Reagan then presented Gorbachev with the American version of the proposal: 

The two sides agree to limit themselves to research, development and testing 
permitted by the ABM Treaty for a period of five years until 1991 inclusive, 
during which time a 50-percent reduction in strategic nuclear arsenals will be 
carried out. After that, both sides will continue to reduce the remaining offensive 
ballistic missiles at the same rate with the aim of completely eliminating 
offensive ballistic missiles by the end of a second five-year period. The same 
restrictions in connection with the ABM Treaty will remain in force while the 
reductions continue at the corresponding rates. At the end of this period, the two 
sides shall have the right to deploy defensive systems.413 

 

The similarity of the proposals was apparent, with the only major difference being the 

last sentence in the American version. SDI testing and the deployment of defensive 

systems were the sticking points for Reagan and the American side, while Gorbachev and 

the Soviets wanted assurances on adherence to the terms of the ABM Treaty. They had 

come so close, but the positions were still so far apart. 
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The idea that such vast and amazing arms reduction proposals were made only to 

be abandoned was disappointing to leaders and negotiators on both sides. Shultz wrote, “I 

thought, here are stunning breakthroughs in Soviet-US arms control negotiations—they 

both know that—and they are both disappointed!… Round and round we went.”414 The 

US proposal seemed feasible to Shultz, since the first five-year phase met would satisfy 

the Soviet’s demands—reduction of missiles by 50 percent and adherence to the ABM 

Treaty. Historian Strobe Talbott has pointed out that, because the second phase would be 

during the post-Reagan era, “phase one might be stretched out indefinitely if, as was 

likely, the two sides found it neither desirable nor feasible to reduce their missiles to 

zero.”415 Apparently, the Soviets did not want to rest their strategic designs on a mere 

possibility, and Gorbachev was not willing to concede any ground on offensive weapons 

without an agreement on SDI and the ABM Treaty at this meeting. 

This circular argument regarding the elimination of offense and the creation of 

defense caused the breakdown at Reykjavik, and Reagan and Gorbachev left on the table 

the dramatic, groundbreaking arms reduction proposals they had discussed and agreed 

upon in the earlier meetings. With neither leader willing to tolerate concessions on ABM 

Treaty compliance and strategic defense, the summit reached an impasse. Both leaders 

were frustrated with each other and with the outcome of the meetings; however, they both 

ultimately came to realize that real progress had been made at Reykjavik.  

 Why would President Reagan not compromise on SDI, especially since 

Gorbachev was willing to agree to the total elimination of all offensive ballistic missiles 

over a ten-year period? Reagan later wrote in his memoir that he knew from intelligence 
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sources that the Soviets were working on a missile defense system that was 

technologically “inferior to ours, but if we stopped work on the SDI and they continued 

work on their system, it meant we might wake up one morning to learn they alone had a 

defense against missiles. We couldn’t afford that. The SDI was an insurance policy to 

guarantee that the Soviets kept the commitments Gorbachev and I were making at 

Reykjavik.”416 The great irony here was that the Soviets were working on this plan to 

counter Reagan’s SDI, while Gorbachev was doing everything in his power to prevent a 

Soviet SDI-type system from being developed. Trust was obviously an issue for Reagan, 

as well as for Gorbachev.  

At Reykjavik, Reagan understood he was negotiating from a position of strength, 

as the arms buildup he enacted during the first term had strengthened the US military 

posture. Reagan had achieved the goal of basing the MX missiles by 1986. When he went 

to Reykjavik, Reagan understood that Gorbachev needed an agreement much more than 

he did. This did not mean that Reagan did not want arms reductions; it is obvious from 

the Reykjavik meetings and subsequent treaties that he did. However, he was not willing 

to compromise on SDI. In reality, both Reagan and Gorbachev had the same objective, 

but they could not agree on a means to achieve the end. 

Both Reagan and Gorbachev understood these factors upon entering their 

meetings in Reykjavik, so why did they both leave these meetings so bitterly 

disappointed? Perhaps Reagan truly believed he could convince Gorbachev of the 

promise SDI held for the world and that his program could truly be a stepping stone for 

the elimination of all offensive strategic weapons. After all, he had offered to share the 
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technology from the program with the Soviets when promising research and testing 

breakthroughs occurred. Gorbachev made it perfectly clear to Reagan and the American 

delegation that he did not place too much stock in these promises. And on the Soviet side, 

Gorbachev believed just as strongly that he could convince Reagan to drop the program 

altogether in order to achieve more vast offensive cuts in a shorter time period. He had 

presented Reagan with, to use Nitze’s words, the “best Soviet proposal in twenty-five 

years.” Gorbachev thought he had conceded enough and for the sake of Soviet security, at 

this juncture, could not make those reductions without an agreement on SDI.  

Even with the deadlock, what happened at Reykjavik between Reagan and 

Gorbachev broke the ice that had been forming in the American and Soviet relationship 

since Geneva almost a year earlier. The two leaders made great strides toward arms 

reductions and the elimination of nuclear weapons. The reductions they discussed were 

the most broad and sweeping cuts that had ever been proposed. As the first in a new 

generation of Soviet leaders, Gorbachev recognized that he needed to shift Soviet 

strategy to ensure the survival of the state. He set out to cooperate with the Americans 

because he understood that the ongoing competition since the end of World War II was 

placing entirely too much stress on the Soviet economy. He believed in the merits of the 

package he presented at Reykjavik. Gorbachev entered the summit prepared to concede 

only so much, but at this juncture, Reagan was not willing to concede anything. SDI was 

the sticking point for both men, and that is why Reykjavik ended in stalemate. 
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Chapter Five 
 

The Aftermath of Reykjavik and the Arms Control Package: 
The “Linkage is as Necessary as the Air” 

 

I walked from the building where the talks had been held. It was a distance of 
some 400 metres, and I was feverishly collecting my thoughts. One thing preyed 
on my mind—had we not reached an agreement both on strategic and 
intermediate-range missiles, was it not an entirely new situation, and should it be 
sacrificed for the sake of a momentary propaganda advantage? 
 
My intuition was telling me that I should cool off and think it all over thoroughly. 
I had not yet made up my mind when I suddenly found myself in the enormous 
press-conference room. About a thousand journalists were waiting for us. [There 
had been a press blackout during the summit.] When I came into the room, the 
merciless, often cynical and cheeky journalists stood up in silence. These people 
in front of me seemed to represent mankind waiting for its fate to be decided.  
 
At this moment I realized the true meaning of Reykjavik and knew what further 
course we had to follow. 
 
My speech has been published in newspapers and commented on my scores of 
journalists, political scientists and politicians. I therefore do not quote it in 
extenso. The key phrase of the speech was: ‘In spite of all its drama, Reykjavik is 
not a failure—it is a breakthrough, which allowed us for the first time to look over 
the horizon.’ The audience came out of its state of shock, greeting the sentence 
with thunderous applause.417 
 
       —Mikhail Gorbachev 

 

 At the press conference following his last meeting with Reagan at Reykjavik, 

Gorbachev made an unexpected move. In his memoirs Gorbachev recalled, “My first, 

overwhelming, intention had been to blow the unyielding American position to 

smithereens, carrying out the plan we had decided in Moscow: if the Americans rejected 

the agreement, a compromise in the name of peace, we would denounce the US 

administration and its dangerous policies as a threat to everyone throughout the 
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world.”418 The Politburo had given Gorbachev the political power to make the offers at 

Reykjavik based on the assumption that if they failed to come to an agreement, the 

Soviets could blaming the Reagan administration for its inability to accept the generous 

Soviet concessions. Andrei Grachev argues that this was a large part of how Gorbachev 

secured Politburo approval for the dramatic, new approach used at Reykjavik, and 

therefore Gorbachev’s political capital was at stake. But in an interesting turn of events, 

Gorbachev did exactly the opposite, as is evident in the quotation above. 

 At Reykjavik, Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership presented what they believed 

was a solid, reasonable arms control package, in which they compromised on many long-

standing Soviet positions to further the arms control process—but to no avail. Reagan 

was just as unwavering in his commitment to SDI as Gorbachev was to retaining the 

linkage between INF, START, ABM, and SDI. The summit at Reykjavik ended on a 

bitter note, with frustrations and recriminations mounting on both sides. This chapter 

provides an analysis of Soviet decision making after the Reykjavik Summit, including 

efforts to keep the “spirit of Reykjavik” alive and move toward realistic arms control 

agreements. This chapter examines how the Soviet leadership reacted to Reagan’s refusal 

of the concessions the Soviets had offered and describes how the Soviets used outside 

forces and actors to attempt to change the US position. The determination of the 

Politburo to adhere to the “package” approach is fully examined. Through an analysis of 

Politburo meeting notes and supporting documents, this chapter demonstrates why the 

Soviet leadership concluded, even after the failure at Reykjavik, that it had made 

appropriate decisions and should stay the course.  
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 For Gorbachev to take this step, he could not use the summit to gain propaganda 

advantage and disparage the US administration but clearly sent a different kind of 

“propaganda” message to the world. This bold, determined move finally caused many of 

the doubters in the United States and the West to realize that they were dealing with a 

different type of Soviet leader. Gorbachev was a realistic man, with high principles and 

ideas, who sincerely wanted to achieve what he set out at Reykjavik.419 He did not want 

to diminish the progress that he and Reagan had made on some points. Instead of making 

the move expected by the Politburo, the United States, and many present, Gorbachev did 

the opposite and did not dwell on the immediate failure but emphasized his hope that the 

two sides could press on and make substantial progress toward reaching the goal of vastly 

reducing nuclear weapons.  

According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev transformed what Shultz and others had 

declared a “failure” into “a ray of hope” with the statement he made at the press 

conference. Gorbachev “expressed a burst of optimism that none of us had expected.”420 

He and Gorbachev had an extensive conversation on the plane back to Moscow about 
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various aspects of the summit, and Gorbachev gave his impressions of events and the 

way he believed they should proceed.  

Gorbachev told Chernyaev that the press would speculate over who “won over 

whom… but that this was not our goal going to Reykjavik.”421 The goal was to break the 

Geneva deadlock and move the arms control process forward. The proposals presented 

were solid, and Gorbachev again repeated that agreements had been reached on two 

issues—intermediate-range missiles and strategic weapons—and stressed that “we did 

not make a tragedy out of the fact that the SDI problem prevented Reykjavik from 

becoming a total success.” And most importantly, in Gorbachev’s words, “we do not take 

back the proposals we brought to Reykjavik.” He stood firm in the concessions he had 

made to Reagan, believing still that after the president had time to consider and analyze 

the offers further, he too might realize that agreement was possible. Gorbachev 

continued, “In no sense would I call Reykjavik a failure. It is a step in a complicated and 

difficult dialogue, in a search for solutions.” The Soviet Union had made concessions, 

and Gorbachev had argued that he could not go further and take a risk that might 

jeopardize Soviet security.422 For Gorbachev, allowing SDI to continue unconstrained 

would be a dire risk to Soviet security and to the world. If the reductions he had proposed 

at Reykjavik were agreed upon, both the United States and Soviet Union would be more 

secure with fewer threats from nuclear weapons, but SDI had to be limited.  

For Gorbachev there were “two major misconceptions, strategic in nature, 

characteristic of certain circles in the West” that were evident to him at the Reykjavik 
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meetings. The first was the assumption that because of SDI the Soviets would be forced 

into making “any concessions.” The second was the misguided notion that the Soviet 

Union was more “interested in disarmament” than the United States, insinuating that the 

Soviets needed it more than the United States for economic and practical purposes. These 

two assumptions frustrated Gorbachev, who believed he had done his part to break the 

deadlock without any movement from the US side. Gorbachev would not allow the 

Soviets to risk their security and condone the development of SDI, and he would not 

permit SDI to force him into making any further concessions. It seemed clear to him that  

adherence to the ABM treaty became the key point. The American side’s position 
on this question quite clearly indicated that it has not renounced the goal of 
superiority. That is why they did not have enough character, responsibility, 
courage, or political decisiveness to step over this threshold. Because that would 
have meant freeing themselves from the dependency on the military-industrial 
complex.423  
 

Gorbachev’s aggravation came through clearly with these strong words to describe the 

American inaction. His argument that Reagan was somehow controlled by the military-

industrial complex in the United States arose in meetings over the weeks following 

Reykjavik, as Gorbachev clearly thought that SDI was being pushed to fill the coffers of 

the companies involved in the military-industrial complex in the United States. The “goal 

of superiority” was something that Gorbachev renounced, as he began to shift the Soviet 

position and stressed the model for “reasonable sufficiency.” The inability of the US side 

to make this same change frustrated the general secretary. His proposals were supposed 

to solve these problems, and the unwillingness of the United States to “step over the 

threshold” seemed unbelievable to him.  
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Because of this frustration, the conversation ended with Gorbachev’s firm 

decision to retain the “package” approach that the Soviet side had presented at Reykjavik: 

“It became quite clear to us that since the ABM and SDI are instruments for securing 

superiority, then we need a ‘package,’ then everything is interconnected.” Chernyaev 

added his own note that “(…we should not yet move the INF missiles out of the strategic 

nuclear weapons talks. A.C.).” With the decision to keep the package approach, 

Gorbachev was hoping to leverage his offers against SDI. With more time and persuasion 

by scientists and pressure from administration outsiders, perhaps the United States would 

come to its senses and recognize what it had left on the table. By adhering to the package 

approach, the Soviets wanted “to show the whole world—and in the first place the 

Europeans—that it is the SDI that is the main obstacle to an agreement on nuclear 

disarmament.”424 Gorbachev wanted to prove that the Soviet Union was ready to reach 

agreements and believed that he could sway world public opinion into his camp. To him, 

SDI was the only stumbling block and an unnecessary quest for American superiority in 

the field of space-strike weapons. 

Given the abysmal end to the summit and the dour expressions on both men as 

they were photographed leaving their final meeting, it is surprising that Gorbachev had 

the positive tone and presence that he mustered at the press conference and on the return 

flight to Moscow. From Chernyaev’s notes of their conversation, however, Gorbachev 

seemed more determined than ever to work through the difficulties that Reykjavik 

presented and to push forward on disarmament. For Gorbachev at this time, this still 

meant sticking with the package. The idea of making INF and START reductions 

contingent on adherence to the ABM Treaty still seemed logical. For security purposes, if 
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offensive weapons were reduced, no defenses would need to be developed. In the 

Politburo meetings immediately following the summit, the arms control package, SDI, 

and ABM problems, which had stalled progress at Reykjavik, were discussed at length. 

The October 14 Politburo meeting notes reveal the Soviet leadership’s general 

impressions about the summit and appropriate measures to take regarding arms control. 

This section will address three main themes of the meeting. First, it will examine how 

and why the Soviets decided to retain the package approach to arms control immediately 

following Reykjavik. Second, it will explain the important connections between the US-

Soviet negotiations and Soviet relations with European countries and how INF fit into the 

discussion. Lastly, this section will study how the Soviet leadership chose to deal with 

SDI. In this October 14 meeting, most members of the Politburo clearly expressed the 

determination to forge ahead in using propaganda to “unmask” SDI and to show in a 

more compelling fashion how SDI caused the summit to breakdown.  

The group overwhelmingly agreed that using the package to connect ABM 

adherence with any offensive reductions was entirely appropriate and decided that the 

package approach should be maintained. The main argument was that, to guarantee 

Soviet security, the Politburo could not reach agreements on offensive reductions without 

guarantees on ABM. From the comments in Gorbachev’s opening statement to the 

Politburo, it is clear the package approach continued to be the goal of the Soviet 

leadership following Reykjavik:  

The fact that we came to Reykjavik not with a disjointed list of proposals, but put 
them together in a package had key importance. Since we went so far in our 
proposals, all the way to suggesting complete liquidation of nuclear weapons, we 
should have received complete guarantees of our security. And only agreement on 
all our proposals would have provided such a guarantee. We will stand on this 
firmly. Here everything is intricately intertwined. Therefore let us agree from the 
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start—there should be no Foreign Ministry tricks that would contradict this.425 We 
do not need any cheap tricks: only the package.  

 
 MEMBERS OF THE POLITBURO. Correct 426  
 

The members agreed, adding their own comments about the package.  

Each member generally lauded Gorbachev’s conduct at Reykjavik, offered 

flattering praise for the general secretary and his handing of the talks with Reagan, and 

then entered into more substantive dialogue. Several reaffirmed that using the arms 

control package continued to be the best way to achieve their goals in arms reductions 

without great risk to Soviet security. The package was discussed at length by several 

members. Heydar Aliev, who was first deputy chairman of the USSR Council of 

Ministers, contended that “it was important our proposals were put on the table in the 

package… that we have now moved beyond Reykjavik with the package of proposals is 

of great importance. A new phase in the struggle for disarmament is beginning. Our 

proposals have tied the hands of the Americans.”427 Aliev asserted that, by connecting 

SDI and ABM to the other parts of the package, the Soviets were rightly trying to keep 

the United States from going ahead with SDI.  

Gromyko then spoke, expressing his belief that the package was necessary and 

that the concessions offered were “carefully” prepared: 

I would especially stress the importance of linkage among all the links, all the 
proposals that we put on the table. I fully agree with such linkage. This is a 
principled step. All this turned out in a very shrewd way. As far as our 
concessions are concerned, we weighed them carefully, so to say, as they would 
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do [gold] nuggets. These concessions deal a blow to the Americans, but the 
linkage of all them together is as necessary as the air.428  
 

The concessions were designed to lure the Americans into an agreement while halting 

SDI research. As Gromyko pointed out, the American refusal could be used to “deal a 

blow,” showing the Soviet willingness to work for disarmament, while demonstrating 

how the United States retained its standard tack.  

The most interesting comment during this meeting came from Yegor Ligachev, 

who suggested that INF be taken out of the package:  

At first I had an idea: if medium range missiles in Europe present a particular 
danger to us, why we cannot de-couple them [from the negotiating package]? 
Then, however, I came to conclusion that the issues of strategic offensive 
armaments, medium-range missiles and the ABM… with the SDI must be 
resolved in a package. If we de-couple medium-range missiles, then Europe 
would slip away. Therefore I fully support the proposal to consider the 
aforementioned issues in a complex, as one package.429 
 

Lev Zaikov agreed, stating “at first an agreement on the medium-range missiles looked 

attractive. But today it is clear—the package is important.”430 It is interesting that at this 

stage, immediately following the summit, decoupling INF from the package was 

mentioned. Zaikov’s comment leads back to pre-Reykjavik planning in the Big Five 

where this option was briefly discussed; however, because the concessions seemed great 

enough to sway Reagan, the idea was shelved, as described in Chapter Four.  

Ligachev made other important points at the meeting. The American INF missiles 

in Europe were a threat to Soviet security, as were the British and French missiles. As a 

concession for Reykjavik the Soviets dropped the linkage between American missiles and 

British and French missiles. The phrase “a gun pointed at our temple” was used on more 

                                                 
428 Ibid. 
429 Ibid. 
430 Ibid. 



 232 

than one occasion by the leadership to describe the INF missiles in Europe. If the Soviets 

could work out an agreement with the United States to remove the INF forces, this would 

improve Soviet security on its western borders. Of course, the Soviets recognized that 

their SS-20 missiles were also pointing back at Europe and therefore recognized that 

reducing numbers on both sides would increase overall security in the region. But by 

keeping INF tied into the package, the leadership thought it had some leverage with 

Reagan on SDI and START. If a separate INF agreement was reached, there was some 

debate, especially by the military, as to whether they could then work out any START 

agreements. By retaining the package, they could hold out on any agreements until the 

American side was willing to make some concessions of its own.  

 European considerations also came into play during this meeting. Ligachev’s 

comment, “If we de-couple medium-range missiles, then Europe would slip away,” was 

an important part of the argument for retaining the package at this stage and presented 

another matter for discussion. By keeping INF tied into the package, the West European 

powers had a vested interest in pushing the Americans toward agreement with the 

Soviets. Soviet and American agreements to reduce INF would benefit Europe because 

Soviet SS-20s aimed at West Europe would be reduced, giving these states greater mutual 

security. If the West European leaders could convince Reagan to curtail SDI, then a 

Soviet-American INF agreement would have great benefit for NATO states in West 

Europe. But some in the Politburo worried that if an INF agreement was reached, the goal 

of improving relations with West Europe might “slip away.” If there was no longer 

concern over the Soviet SS-20 rockets, would West European states still be willing to 

cooperate with the Soviet Union in other areas? Possibly. But some argued they would 
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lose this leverage, as well as the ability to get the West Europeans to work to sway 

Reagan if the INF agreement was made without its connection to START and SDI.  

Improving the Soviet and Warsaw Pact relationship with West Europe was an 

important initiative, and Gorbachev believed that reducing weapons could only increase 

trust and understanding. He asserted that the new positions and foreign policy goals of 

the Soviets were designed specifically with Europe in mind: “Our proposals to destroy 

the medium range missiles in Europe, to freeze [the deployments] of missiles with the 

range less than one thousand kilometers and to begin negotiations about their future—

these proposals are very attractive for Europeans.”431 Promoting these goals, he 

continued, would help foster more positive relations with Europe. In keeping with the 

new thinking, Gorbachev argued that using West European leaders, as well as public 

opinion in Europe, to try to push Reagan toward an INF agreement would only help the 

Soviet cause. Of course, at this meeting, two days after Reykjavik, Gorbachev argued that 

an INF agreement could be achieved by urging Reagan to curtail SDI research and by 

retaining the linkage. Then the European states would benefit from Soviet and American 

removal of INF weapons. Over the next few weeks, this idea would gain more 

momentum with Gorbachev and was discussed in more detail at several other meetings.  

Expanding on this European connection, the Politburo then began to break down 

reports of the NATO meeting that Shultz attended right after Reykjavik. KGB Chief 

Viktor Chebrikov reported that Shultz had presented the outcomes of Reykjavik, relaying 

his impression that “This was not an easy meeting for the U.S. [The] NATO allies spoke 

not so much about their support of the positions of the American administration, as they 

asked questions concerning US positions. Shultz failed to win a unanimous support in 
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Brussels.”432 Dobrynin then questioned Chebrikov, “Did they ask him: was it the SDI that 

ruined everything?” Chebrikov reported that Shultz “attempted to convince his allies that 

the Soviet Union allegedly tried to drive a wedge between the US and NATO allies by 

combining in one package its proposals, including the ones on the medium-range missiles 

and the SDI.” From the Soviet perspective, Shultz was blaming the breakdown at the 

summit on the Soviet package approach, not on SDI—the standard American line. Shultz 

wanted to make NATO allies wary of any possible advances or Soviet propaganda.433  

Chebrikov continued, “Yuriu Kuzmich [Aliev] has spoken here that at first he 

thought of an idea of a separate agreement on the medium-range missiles. The remarks of 

Shultz prove once again that this issue must be considered in one package with the 

others.”434 Shultz’s comments to NATO members pushed the Politburo to keep the 

package intact so they could continue the fight against SDI. The Soviets wanted greater 

cooperation with West Europe, and they needed the European states to understand that it 

was SDI, not their package proposals, that caused Reykjavik to end without agreement. 

With the package approach, the West Europeans retained an interest in pushing the 

Soviets and Americans toward an INF agreement. The Politburo decision was made to 

keep the package linking SDI to INF and START and continue their propaganda efforts 

to “unmask” SDI. 

The Soviet leadership discussed propaganda and other measures to compel the 

Americans, such as how to use world opinion against SDI to move reductions forward. 
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The Politburo agreed an effort must be made to completely clarify the Soviet positions, 

agreeing to “increase the offensive character of our diplomatic, informational, 

propagandist work,” mainly by means of stepping up “our denunciations of the SDI and 

the ‘Star Wars.’”435 Gromyko stressed, “We must make more active our propaganda, to 

have it explain well the novelty of our positions. A real storm of criticism of Reagan has 

broken loose… We should write more about the SDI, unmask it.”436 Solomentsev 

commented that their propaganda would be “of great importance. When we keep silence 

and lag behind with providing information to the public, we lose. And on the contrary, 

when there is efficient and timely explanatory work, we get an edge.… We must fully 

bring to the attention of Soviet people our principled position on the questions of nuclear 

disarmament.… We must peel out to the core what is actually the SDI about.”437  

What followed this meeting was a general campaign against SDI in public 

pronouncements, articles, and television addresses by Gorbachev and other members of 

the Politburo. While Gorbachev’s stance in the press conference following Reykjavik had 

expressed hope for further negotiations building upon the progress he and Reagan had 

made, the propaganda campaign following this Politburo meeting was more fierce in its 

attacks on Reagan and the US position. However, all in all, Gorbachev’s message was 

never downgraded, and he never disparaged the progress he and Reagan made; instead 

the propaganda campaign sought to blame SDI and Reagan’s stubbornness for impeding 

the arms control process and to fully showcase the Soviet willingness to compromise and 

move forward toward disarmament. 
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Several other interesting issues arose during this October 14 meeting that deserve 

attention. In his opening comments to the Politburo, Gorbachev stated that “success was 

very close… Why did we fail to end the meeting with agreements?” Gorbachev’s 

aggravation became clear as he went on, “As far as Reagan was concerned, we had to 

wage a struggle in Reykjavik not only with the class enemy, but also with a 

representative of our class enemy, who exhibited extreme primitivism, a caveman 

outlook, and intellectual impotence.”438 But it was not merely Reagan’s inability to 

recognize the importance of the Soviet concessions and reach an agreement that caused 

the breakdown. 

Instead, according to Gorbachev, the United States held two “erroneous 

assumptions” regarding the Soviet Union and the negotiations that led to the stalemate, 

the two assumptions he had discussed with Chernyaev on the plane home from the 

summit. Gorbachev elaborated these points more clearly to the Politburo. On the issue of 

whether the Soviet Union “needed” these agreements more than the United States, 

Gorbachev stated, “They believed that because of our internal difficulties we would have 

to accept their proposals.” In Gorbachev’s words, the United States seemed to believe 

that they “might exhaust us economically via arms race, create obstacles for Gorbachev 

and the entire Soviet leadership, undermine its plans for resolving economic and social 

problems and thereby provoke popular discontent.”439 He spoke of the US assumption 

that Gorbachev would come to the United States for the next summit because he needed 

this to gain political capital. However, he was not prepared to surrender to American 

demands and make agreements simply for the sake of agreement. Gorbachev was not 
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willing to bend yet and recognized that he needed to maneuver carefully. He was 

determined not to allow the United States to “win” by exhausting the Soviet Union with a 

new arms race; therefore, he had presented his Reykjavik package hoping that 

agreements could be reached. Gorbachev was not willing to alter this path immediately 

following the summit because he believed the Americans would soon understand the 

benefits of the options they had left on the table.  

For Gorbachev, a large part of this process and his thinking on reductions still 

centered on SDI. In his comments to the Politburo, he continued to explain the US 

perceptions: “Finally, their mistake is in thinking with the help of the SDI they could 

undermine the [strategic] parity and achieve military superiority. They do not know what 

would our response be to the SDI. All this determined the line of their behavior during 

Reykjavik, their desire to limit the talks to just cosmetics… the strategic line of the 

current administration is based on illusions.”440 His inability to convince Reagan that the 

Soviets would have appropriate countermeasures against any SDI-type system and 

Reagan’s determination to continue with the defensive program halted the progress the 

two leaders made at Reykjavik. Gorbachev viewed the American position as shortsighted. 

To him, Reagan was being unrealistic. Gorbachev had done his best to change Reagan’s 

views but had failed. Therefore, he was determined to press ahead with the hope that the 

US position might change and that someone in Washington might convince the president 

to change his mind. 

Gorbachev was very pleased with one aspect of the summit. During their 

meetings a “new level of understanding on disarmament issues” was reached: “The 

options, which we advanced in the past, are not buried. After Reykjavik we have a new 
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platform. A totally new situation has developed.” With the Soviet concessions, progress 

had been made on INF and START reductions. Gorbachev wanted to make it clear to the 

Politburo members that with some movement from the US side agreements might still be 

possible: “The discussion about nuclear disarmament has reached a new, higher level, 

from which we now have to begin a struggle for liquidation and complete ban on nuclear 

armaments, and to conduct our peace offensive actively.”441 The move in negotiations 

from capping to reducing nuclear weapons clearly distinguished Reykjavik from all past 

Soviet-American nuclear talks. This was a major step forward for both sides. In 

Gorbachev’s eyes, it was “a strong position. It reflects new thinking, and it is a practical 

implementation of the foreign policy goals, which were outlined by the XXVII congress 

of the CPSU.”442 For Gorbachev, this represented the firm commitment and practical 

application of a changing Soviet foreign policy.  

Over the next few weeks, Gorbachev and members of the Politburo continued to 

hold firm in their positions that the package approach at Reykjavik was appropriate, as 

well as publicly denouncing SDI as a quest for US superiority and an unnecessary 

program that would upset the strategic nuclear balance. In some sense, the cool, collected 

Gorbachev that gave the astonishing press conference after the last meeting at Reykjavik 

became more testy. During the October 22 Politburo meeting, Gorbachev pushed for 

more public pressure on the United States to show their responsibility for the breakdown 

at the summit and to put more emphasis on the Soviet positions. For Gorbachev, the 

United States was not putting forward any “constructive program” to move the process 

forward. Gorbachev wanted to “show that the U.S. administration bears full responsibility 
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for the defeat of the agreement in Reykjavik, that it has been undertaking fraudulent 

maneuvers in order to distort the facts and to confuse the public. We could also say that 

the development of situation after Reykjavik shows that Reagan cannot keep a rein over 

his crowd.”443  

The frustration became more evident when he stated, “Reagan acts like a liar. We 

need to find an appropriate wording for this.” Obviously there is no “appropriate” way to 

publicly call an American president a liar, and someone was clearly able to temper 

Gorbachev’s public approach; however, in these private meetings Gorbachev was 

sometimes extremely hostile to the US administration and what he saw as its inability to 

maneuver “across the threshold” toward disarmament. He claimed that the administration 

seemed to be “afraid” to move in this direction. This was unacceptable for Gorbachev 

because at Reykjavik they had taken the steps and made the moves, only to have it all 

come crashing down. But he still believed it possible to make real progress with Reagan, 

and it was simply a matter of finding the right approach.  

Many historians argue the summit broke down over the word “laboratory,” and 

for the Soviets this terminology might have provided the breakthrough they needed. At 

the summit, Gorbachev argued for the US adherence to the ABM Treaty and its testing 

specifications for a minimum of ten years to stop any testing of SDI components in outer 

space. He and Reagan used the word “laboratory” several times during their heated 

discussions on SDI and ABM. However, Politburo discussions and other evidence show 

that the Soviets began to discuss their definition of “laboratory” after Reykjavik and 

began to debate about whether they and the Americans might have differing perceptions 

of exactly what laboratory testing would have allowed.  
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In an interview with Richard Rhodes, prominent Soviet scientist and informal 

advisor to Gorbachev Roald Sagdeev recalled an interesting story about defining 

“laboratory” after Reykjavik. Shevardnadze called Sagdeev into his office shortly after 

his return to Moscow and pointed out that during the summit, Gorbachev had insisted on 

limiting SDI to “a laboratory level of activity and it stalemated negotiations… Can you 

explain to me what is a laboratory in this context? Is it a small room in the basement 

tinkering with something, or what is it?”444 Sagdeev informed the foreign minister that 

for the past several years the Soviets had been conducting numerous tests on the Salud 

orbital station. So, Sagdeev surmised it would be difficult to confine laboratory testing to 

earth since the Soviets had been touting the success of their testing in the orbital space 

lab. According to Sagdeev, Shevardnadze then asked him to “fly to New York and give a 

talk about what you understand a laboratory to be in the context of strategic defense 

research.” Sagdeev presented this at a press conference on October 29 at the United 

Nations, which was reported in the Washington Post as: “Soviet scientist says ‘modest’ 

SDI testing is compatible with ABM pact.” From Sagdeev’s perspective, it was 

“Shevardnadze who promoted this understanding. He was far ahead of anyone in trying 

to reach a practical agreement. I personally think Shevardnadze played a tremendous role 

at that time.”445 Shevardnadze was planting the seeds for his upcoming meeting with 

Shultz in Vienna in early November. He was pushing for some opening or broader 

understanding that the two men might be able to address during their talk.  

Gorbachev and the rest of the Politburo did not seem so quick to open up this line 

of dialogue. During the October 30 Politburo meeting, laboratory definitions were 

                                                 
444 Richard Rhodes, Arsenals of Folly: The Making of the Nuclear Arms Race (New York: Knopf, 2007), 
272.  
445 Ibid. 



 241 

discussed in conjunction with ABM and new directives for the START talks in Geneva. 

Gorbachev stated, “So far, we do not plan to open all our cards regarding testing in the 

‘laboratories…’ Our new positions are the following: [testing] is allowed in the air, on 

the test sites [on the ground], but not in space. Do not open these [positions] yet.”446 

Granted, there was a vast distinction between unveiling the positions in Geneva and 

discussing them with Shultz. Shevardnadze commented that “if we see Shultz is in a 

serious mood, then we should open [our position] on what we mean by ‘laboratories.’” 

Gorbachev consented to this but only if the “framework” could be agreed upon in the 

upcoming Vienna meeting. If this happened, and if Shultz could get “approval” from 

Washington, the idea could be further discussed on Shultz’s scheduled trip to Moscow 

and only then would it formally move onto the table in Geneva.447 Gorbachev was not 

ready to show his hand to the American side without some better understanding of their 

position on laboratories.  

Gromyko completely disagreed and did not want any further discussions with the 

United States on this specific topic: “If we expand the notion of ‘laboratory,’ where 

would the boundary be?” He called it a “slippery slope” and believed that giving the 

Americans more flexibility in what lab testing meant would weaken the overall Soviet 

position and could be a great risk to Soviet security in the long term. Gromyko worried 

about a much bigger problem too: “If we abolish nuclear weapons, we will be left without 

[weapons] that we have been creating for 25 years, then what? Are we going to rely on 

the honesty of the Americans? Where are the guarantees that they would not overtake us 

in the space race? The situation is not like, if we make further concessions, the 
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Americans would agree with us. No, the United States will not accept an equitable 

agreement.” 448 Gromyko was hesitant to trust the Americans and did not put any faith in 

their ability to meet the Soviets halfway. He feared that drastic reductions in START 

forces would undercut the Soviet deterrent, without specific assurances from the United 

States on space weapons. Gorbachev then asked, “What should we do, break the 

negotiations?” and Gromyko responded, “No, we should reach partial agreements, 

prolong the negotiations.” Gromyko made some valid points about not giving more 

concessions to lure the United States into agreements. However, his point about partial 

agreements, which ultimately meant untying the arms control package, was something 

that the leadership had discussed as a possible option but decided against. But for 

Gromyko, giving the Americans flexibility on use and testing with a broader laboratory 

definition might lead to further unnecessary concessions. For him, this was unacceptable.  

Dobrynin interpreted Gromyko’s comment on “prolonging negotiations” to have 

completely negative connotations for what the leadership was trying to achieve. He 

questioned if this meant “turning the negotiations into a smokescreen again, bluffing, 

indulging in demagoguery?”449 Gromyko did not respond or offer any further 

explanation. Dobrynin continued, “In my opinion, the directives fully correspond to our 

Reykjavik position. And the schedule presupposes that we would act taking Shultz’s 

behavior into account.” Shevardnadze was tasked with first measuring Shultz’s position 

before giving him any idea about the Soviet stance or about possible flexibility on the 

definition of laboratory testing. For Dobrynin, the main point was to determine whether 
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“we should reveal now or later what we mean by ‘laboratory’?”450 The real question was: 

might the Soviets gain some advantage by holding out longer to determine if the US 

positions might come around to accepting some of the Soviet proposals made at 

Reykjavik? The decision was made to let Shevardnadze see what impression he could get 

at the upcoming meeting with Shultz and then make the determination.  

At this point in the meeting, Gorbachev launched into a diatribe on the futility of 

attempting to negotiate with the United States. With his frustrations mounting, he said, 

“Nothing will be achieved in the negotiations in Geneva. This is garbage. And now it is 

garbage with mothballs.… They are perverting and revising Reykjavik, retreating from 

it.… I am having more and more doubts whether we can achieve anything at all with this 

administration.” The positive attitude inspired by what had been achieved at Reykjavik 

with Reagan was slowly eroding. 

Gorbachev then gave Shevardnadze suggestions about how to handle the 

upcoming meeting with Shultz, doubting that the US secretary would come armed with 

any new proposals. He hoped that Shevardnadze would be able to make the Americans 

first present and explain their meaning of laboratory: “Let them start the conversation. 

But we should not reveal our understanding. Hold it in reserve.”451 To avoid giving the 

United States further concessions of any kind, the Soviet position should be kept secret 

unless it looked like a firm agreement could be reached.  

He continued, “I am not afraid to say, contrary to Andrei Andreevich that if we 

agree to everything, they will overtake us through space. They will not go very far 

without space, and [they] are still very far from [deployment] in space.” In other words, 
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Gorbachev understood that he had made certain concessions to the United States, but 

ones which he believed would benefit the security of the Soviet Union and the United 

States in the long term. Gorbachev was admitting that eventually the US might 

“overtake” the Soviets in the sphere of space, but from all the evidence he received from 

his scientific advisors, he also understood that this was not going to happen in the near 

term. And what Gorbachev needed was near-term agreements that would have a lasting 

and long-term impact on the conditions in the Soviet Union, which would also have 

positive ramifications for disarmament benefiting both the Soviet Union and the United 

States. If the discussion eventually came to deployments by the United States in space, 

the Soviets would have to cross that bridge when the time came. Gorbachev said, “The 

main idea is not to allow the Americans to [deploy] in space within 10 years, and then we 

can talk as equals. They want to destroy the ABM (regime) in two years, because it might 

be harder to do so under another president.”452  

Gorbachev argued that with Soviet proposals at Reykjavik, they were “increasing 

the potential of trust, we agreed to big concessions, we are not touching Britain and 

France. We took American security interests into account.”453 To make agreements 

possible at Reykjavik, he had successfully swayed the Politburo to agree to the changes 

of several long-held Soviet positions. He had made excellent proposals taking into 

account the US interests but had still failed to persuade Reagan. He was not quite ready 

to give in on the laboratory testing.  
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Recognizing that US plans for SDI and deployment in space were far off, 

Gorbachev understood the benefits of using this time to further negotiations in other 

necessary areas. He argued there was 

no need for haste, the time is working for us. We should not show them that we 
are more interested in disarmament because of our economic difficulties, so that 
they don’t get an impression that “the Russians will come back running anyway!’ 
Let us preserve the harshness that was present in my statements! The package 
strengthens our positions. Therefore, no unlinking for now. With the help of the 
package, we pull Europe to our side against the SDI through the INF issue, and tie 
up the Americans through the strategic weapons.454 
 

Retaining the arms control package, similar to the October 22 meeting, was deemed the 

best way to move forward. The idea of “pulling Europe” onto their side and against SDI 

was important and came up during several discussions. The argument was put forth that 

the popular sentiment of the European people seemed to be shifting in favor of the Soviet 

approach and that criticism of the Americans was rising.455 As a result, Shevardnadze 

should be firm in his meeting with Shultz and adhere to the package and Reykjavik 

positions.  

Secretary of State Shultz and Foreign Minister Shevardnadze were both scheduled 

to attend the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in Vienna in 

early November and agreed to meet there to go over the Reykjavik proposals. According 

to Jack Matlock, the meeting was rather futile, and neither side relented on the positions 

presented at the summit.456 Both Shultz and Shevardnadze held press conferences in 

which they discussed the meetings, but neither had anything positive to report. Both 
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continued to blame the stalemate on the conditions presented by the other side, and it 

seemed apparent that no agreement would be reached in the near term.  

In his report to the Politburo on November 13, Shevardnadze merely stated that 

Shultz had no interest in discussing “what is allowed and what is not allowed under 

ABM.” Broaching the subject of concretely defining what the Soviets and the Americans 

meant by “laboratory” within the ABM framework did not occur. Shevardnadze also 

expressed some concern that Shultz failed “to mention that he was presented with a draft 

of a framework agreement” at the press conference held after the meeting.457 This “draft 

framework” was the Soviet understanding of what Reagan and Gorbachev had agreed on 

at Reykjavik, and the Soviets wanted the draft to serve as a starting point for further 

negotiations in Geneva. It seems logical that Shultz did not go into the details because the 

US side wanted time to study the proposals before making them public.  

Building on Shevardnadze’s comments, Gorbachev spoke to the Politburo in 

broader terms about disarmament and the concepts presented at Reykjavik. He 

complained again of how Americans continued “to circumvent” Reykjavik and argued 

that the Soviets must “not let ourselves be swayed under pressure.”458 He felt the 

Americans were not prepared for the talk with Shevardnadze in Vienna and believed that 

they were “waiting for concessions. And we did not give them any! So they got stuck.” 

Gorbachev held firm to the idea of Reykjavik and what the Soviet package meant for 
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world disarmament: “That we proposed a package was a powerful idea. It has world-wide 

relevance. Therefore, [we should] expose everything that was left behind.”459  

Gorbachev went on to reaffirm the connection between these problems with the 

Americans and West Europe. At the CSCE meeting in Vienna, European security was on 

the table as the thirty-five member states discussed a broad array of issues like 

disarmament, conventional weapons, and human rights. With the CSCE meeting 

following Reykjavik so closely, Soviet-American negotiations certainly played a role in 

these talks regarding Europe. West European leaders had varied reactions to Reykjavik 

and to the idea of Soviet-American disarmament. Gorbachev believed the Soviets could 

exert “more pressure on the European wing. There is disquiet, confusion in West Europe. 

The FRG is shifting to the right. We are going to issue harsh judgment to Kohl’s actions. 

Mitterrand is skeptical about SDI.”460 Gorbachev recognized that Helmut Kohl, Margaret 

Thatcher, and François Mitterrand were not acting in concert. Each leader and each 

country had different security concerns, differing opinions on SDI, and different 

relationships with the United States. Each of these West European leaders had been 

critical of Reykjavik, arguing that their security concerns were being overlooked, and this 

had inspired some negative reactions to some of Reagan’s proposals.  

Gorbachev continued to forge ahead promoting his positions with the West 

European leadership. He contended that more personal contacts and meetings would 

benefit the Soviets, stating to the Politburo that “The Europeans want meetings with us—

to visit and to invite. They have their roles assigned. Some of them intentionally inspire 

discontent with America in West Europe: because [America] is to blame for the Soviet 
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‘package.’” Gorbachev was trying to promote the Soviet stance as the “peaceful” position 

and garner more support from West European leaders against SDI, while recognizing the 

security concerns of these countries.  

For Gorbachev, “There are many issues coming up to the surface in Western 

Europe, for example about conventional weapons, [and] about relations between NATO 

and Warsaw Treaty Organization.”461 The NATO allies were concerned about the 

prospect of nuclear disarmament because the Soviet Union had superiority in 

conventional weapons in the region. If the Americans removed their INF forces from 

Europe, NATO allies would face a great conventional threat from the Soviet Union. They 

wanted some reassurances from Reagan that their security interests were being 

considered. What would level this playing field if the Soviets and Americans removed all 

INF forces from Europe? The Soviets would retain the superiority in conventional 

weapons forces, as well as in short-range (under 500 kilometers) tactical nuclear 

weapons, which also outnumbered NATO assets. With the idea of the elimination of 

European INF weapons as a centerpiece at Reykjavik, conventional Soviet forces became 

a major concern.  

The Soviet advantage in conventional weapons came up again a few days later in 

a conversation between Gorbachev and Chernyaev on November 17. Gorbachev 

essentially argued that the United States was using this issue to detract from talks on 

disarmament, “exploiting the fact that we have superiority in conventional weapons… to 

lead the disarmament discussion away from the main issue.”462 To reassure the West 

European leaders, Gorbachev pushed for “emphasiz[ing] contacts with big figures. I 
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should go to Europe to meet with Thatcher, and with Mitterrand. Shevardnadze should 

also go [abroad] more often.” Gorbachev thought that by meeting with these leaders he 

could use the personal rapport they had established with them to better explain Soviet 

positions and intentions.  

He firmly believed the Americans were using the discussions over Soviet 

conventional forces to distract world opinion from the real issues of disarmament, 

moving the focus away from the problem of nuclear arms control. Gorbachev stressed 

that during talks with the Europeans, “We should oppose the SDI by all means. We 

should expose the American demagoguery to the effect that the Soviet Union can only 

think about security in the context of offensive weapons, while the USA are standing by a 

defensive concept (SDI).”463 If he could gain any support from the West European 

leaders in denouncing SDI and moving toward INF agreements, he hoped this might have 

an effect on Reagan and the US position. He understood this was not going to be an easy 

task, but one of his overarching goals was improving the Soviet relationship with West 

Europe. Gorbachev stated in several Politburo discussions, in relation to removing the 

British and French INF contingency for Reykjavik, that he had no intention of ever 

attacking Great Britain or France. He needed to find ways to reassure the West European 

countries of the changing intentions of the Soviet Union, ushered in by the new political 

thinking and its main tenets. Soviet relations with West Europe played an important role 

in Gorbachev’s decision making after Reykjavik.  

Aside from NATO concerns over Reykjavik, a few other obstacles came up in the 

weeks following the summit that had a negative impact on US-Soviet relations, further 

hindering Gorbachev’s plans to push forward with the Soviet proposals in the hope that 
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the United States would move closer to an agreement. Less than a week after the summit 

ended, the United States expelled twenty-five Soviet diplomats from the UN mission in 

New York, and the Soviets responded by sending five American diplomats home from 

the US embassy in Moscow. In retaliation, the United States expelled fifty-five more 

Soviet diplomats. The Soviets reacted by “removing overnight the 260 Soviet citizens 

who were employed in various support functions at the American embassy in Moscow 

and the consulate general in Leningrad.”464 This was exactly the kind of maneuvering that 

both Reagan and Gorbachev were working against and trying to prevent because it did 

nothing but increase hostility on both sides.  

Then, the Iran-Contra scandal broke wide open in early November 1986, 

weakening the Reagan administration and questioning its credibility in some circles. The 

president himself, disavowing knowledge of any plan to trade arms for hostages, was in 

the end able to deflect some of the criticism resulting from scandal, but it affected his 

administration and called into question who was really running the White House.465 

According to Jack Matlock, because of Iran-Contra some vital administration principals, 

namely John Poindexter, head of the National Security Council staff, “who were key to 

maintaining momentum in negotiations with the Soviet Union,” either resigned or were 

dismissed. Poindexter was replaced by Frank Carlucci, who Matlock claims was “highly 

competent and experienced” but who had not been intimately associated with the 

administration’s formulation of Soviet policy or the recent negotiations with the Soviets 

at Reykjavik. Replacing crucial players caused some delay in implementing the agenda, 

but, according to Matlock, once Carlucci and his able deputy Colin Powell got the 
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National Security Council back in order they made great strides in moving “relations with 

the Soviet Union back on track.”466 

To make matters worse, in mid- to late November the United States was set to 

begin the deployment of a bomber, redesigned to carry cruise missiles, which would 

exceed SALT II limitations. Earlier in the year, on May 27, 1986, the administration 

announced its intention to discontinue its de facto observance of SALT II, a treaty that 

had never been ratified by the US Senate but that up until this point both the United 

States and Soviet Union had voluntarily adhered to its restrictions on long-range 

bombers. 467 Gorbachev had hoped this American deployment might not be carried out, 

but once it was, he argued at several Politburo meetings that Reagan’s hands were tied by 

the military-industrial complex in the United States, seeing this as the only rational 

explanation for this new US bomber program. It especially angered the general secretary 

that this took place right after Reykjavik. Gorbachev stated that the decision was one they 

had anticipated, “But to do such a thing after Reykjavik! …The ‘Irangate’468 pushed them 

to do it- in order to save the President… He is acting here in order to please the right 

wing, the military-industrial complex, which is acting here with an open face.”469 Here 

again Gorbachev questioned the president’s connections to the military-industrial 

complex and was trying to determine what kind of impact the Iran-Contra scandal was 

having on Reagan’s ability to make decisions.  
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Gorbachev decided that the Soviets should not change course because of the US 

actions or the Iran-Contra scandal, but the Soviet leadership would have to account for 

these factors and determine what effect they would have on Soviet-American relations. 

Gorbachev was willing to admit that it might force the Reagan administration to 

“undertake a risky venture in either Nicaragua or Seoul, in order to stop our peaceful 

advance. We are dealing with political scum. One can expect anything from them. We 

hate it, but we need a cold head.”470 Gorbachev was not harboring any illusions about 

making progress with the United States; this strong language clearly shows that by early 

December 1986 his patience was starting to wear thin. He continued to push for indirect 

influence from West Europe, stating that “It is necessary and possible to influence the 

United States not directly, but via other forces, especially via West Europe. We should 

conduct affairs in a business-like manner.” Even though they were dealing with “political 

scum,” Gorbachev wanted the Soviet leadership to rise above it and stay the course. He 

contended that the Soviet positions were still valid and needed to be promoted. He 

understood that the Americans were trying to place the Soviets in a difficult position and 

make them seem at fault: “They want to put us at the table of negotiations in Geneva in 

this situation [regarding SALT II]. We should give a very serious assessment to this 

action. Destructive policy should be called destructive policy: not only that they are not 

doing anything in the spirit of Reykjavik, but they are removing all breaks from the arms 

race.”471 Gorbachev believed that the United States was moving farther and farther away 

from the “spirit of Reykjavik,” and he needed to find some way to re-engage Reagan in a 

positive and productive manner.  
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 From the analysis of the Politburo meeting notes and supporting documents, it is 

clear that the Soviet leadership believed the position they had taken at Reykjavik was 

appropriate and necessary. They all agreed that using the arms control package and 

offering the concessions to long-held Soviet positions should have been enough to 

persuade Reagan to reach some agreement on ABM and confine SDI to laboratory 

research. Gorbachev had failed to convince Reagan of this at Reykjavik, but during these 

meetings from October to December 1986, the Soviet leadership held firm in its 

positions, hoping that the American side would come around to believing that the 

“package deal” was the right course. Since the summit, Gorbachev had continually 

sought to re-engage the United States in arms control talks but to no avail. This would all 

change with the February 1987 decision to decouple INF from the Reykjavik arms 

control package. 
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Chapter Six 
 

The Decision to Decouple the Arms Control Package: January to March 1987 
 

At the October 1986 Reykjavik Summit between Gorbachev and Reagan, the 

Soviet leadership presented the US delegation with what they believed was a solid, 

reasonable arms control package, in which they compromised on many long-standing 

Soviet positions in order to further the arms control process—but to no avail. Reagan was 

just as unwavering in his commitment to the Strategic Defense Initiative as Gorbachev 

was to retaining the linkage between intermediate-range nuclear forces, offensive long-

range strategic missiles, the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty, and SDI. The summit at 

Reykjavik ended on a bitter note, with frustrations mounting on both sides.  

 Following the summit, Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership attempted to promote 

their positions and garner public opinion in their favor, keeping the “spirit of Reykjavik” 

alive and moving the world toward disarmament. Initially, from mid-October to 

December, the leadership remained committed to the Reykjavik package, concluding that 

even after no agreements were reached with the United States at Reykjavik they had 

made appropriate decisions and should stay the course. However, by the February 26, 

1987, Politburo meeting, Gorbachev completely reversed this position, decoupled INF 

from the package, and determined that a separate INF agreement with the United States 

was in the best interests of the Soviet Union. Тhe decision to decouple INF from START, 

SDI, and ABM and to untie the Reykjavik arms control package, was publicly announced 

during a March 1, 1987, television address by Gorbachev. What caused this reversal in 

policy? 
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 There are several perspectives from which the decision to decouple must be 

examined: foreign policy, strategic security, economic reform, and domestic reform. 

While the foreign policy and strategic security gains related to the decoupling were much 

more explicit, the economic and domestic policy advantages in this decision were much 

more implicit in relation to Gorbachev’s overarching goals. First, from a foreign policy 

standpoint, by decoupling INF from other parts of the package, an INF agreement could 

likely be reached with the United States. This was evident to Gorbachev after meeting 

Reagan at Reykjavik. There was discussion that, even with the decoupling, the United 

States might stall or not want to reach an agreement, which in the end was not the case; 

however, the Soviets needed to be prepared for every possible obstacle on the path to 

arms control.  

 Achieving a separate INF agreement offered political gains for Gorbachev on 

both international and domestic levels. If an agreement could be forged, it would prove to 

the United States and the international community that the Soviet Union was prepared to 

eliminate an entire class of nuclear weapons—concrete evidence that the new political 

thinking in the Soviet Union was not simply propaganda. Gorbachev believed reaching a 

separate INF agreement was the first step toward further reductions in nuclear weapons 

and could perhaps provide impetus for START. Decoupling the package would help keep 

this “spirit of Reykjavik” alive and perhaps lead to constructive agreements, and this was 

a reasonable, practical decision for Gorbachev by February 1987. 

 From a military strategic standpoint, removing the US and Soviet INF forces from 

Europe would only enhance Soviet security on its western border, not weaken it in any 

way. Reaching an INF agreement would remove the “gun pointed at our temple” that had 
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concerned Soviet leaders since the US deployments began in late 1983. In fact, the initial 

Soviet decision to deploy the SS-20 missiles in the late 1970s had been questioned by 

some in the leadership and was considered a mistake. This was discussed in an October 

1986 Politburo meeting immediately before Reykjavik by Andrei Gromyko, who had 

been part of the initial decision. He claimed that deploying the SS-20 was a “gross error 

in European policy.”472 Logically, the elimination of these forces from the western 

regions of the Soviet Union, and potentially from Czechoslovakia and the GDR as well, 

could only improve relations between the Soviet Union and West European countries and 

could possibly increase trade and provide economic gains as well as security and political 

benefits.  

 From a domestic standpoint, the elimination of INF missiles provided a two-fold 

benefit. Economically, any reductions of weapons and spending on the nuclear arsenal 

would provide funding that Gorbachev could filter toward consumer goods, technological 

improvements, and internal infrastructure. This was directly related to perestroika and his 

domestic reform efforts. Gorbachev had been attempting to curb military spending to 

improve the economic situation and standard of living for the average Soviet citizen. 

Greater cooperation with the West and reaching arms control agreements would provide 

him with more leverage to reach these goals. All these factors weighed on Gorbachev’s 

decision making regarding INF and the package, and their interrelationship was apparent.  

  Lastly, what impact, if any, did SDI have on the decision to decouple the arms 

control package? I would argue that in the end, SDI did not have as much direct influence 
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on this decision as some have contended. Because it was with such vehemence that 

Gorbachev attempted to stop SDI and any kind of defensive shield, it might seem like 

SDI was primary focus in arms control for Gorbachev, but this was not the case. By 

untying the arms control package, Gorbachev recognized he might lose some leverage 

with Reagan on SDI. However, the leadership concluded that the obstacles presented by 

SDI and the ABM Treaty, and their link to offensive weapons reductions, could best be 

dealt with separately. This was a logical step for Gorbachev, as dropping the linkage 

would not end his fight against SDI; it would simply move into another arena. By 

February 1987, the benefits of an INF agreement outweighed concerns over SDI. This 

realistic approach to relations with the United States and the West and arms reductions 

pushed Gorbachev toward untying the package and not being “held hostage” by SDI.473  

 At the Reykjavik summit, Gorbachev tried diligently to get an agreement from 

Reagan. It had not worked. Reykjavik was an important turning point for several reasons. 

According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev realized that the United States was not preparing to 

attack the Soviet Union and that Reagan never had any intention to do so.474 Reykjavik 

helped Gorbachev to gain a clearer understanding of Reagan’s beliefs and positions and 

helped him come to this conclusion. “Some initial feelings came that it’s possible to talk 

with him [Reagan], possible to convince him of something,” said Gorbachev’s close 

advisor, Aleksandr Yakovlev, who accompanied him to the Icelandic capital: 

In Reykjavik I first saw [Reagan’s] human hesitation about what decision to make, 
and it seemed to me like he wasn’t acting. I saw his internal hesitation, his batting 
back and forth in his mind what to do. On the one hand, as it seemed to me, he 
was interested in the idea of universal nuclear disarmament, on the other hand 
sticking to the idea of such a funny toy as SDI.… In this man I saw that his 
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professional ability to put on an act somehow wavered. He could be seen from a 
different angle as a human being and as a politician.475 
 

Gorbachev became convinced that he would be able to work with Reagan, even though 

their discussions had been difficult at times, because Reagan “had a sincere and deep-

seated conviction of the need to relieve the world of the nuclear threat.” According to 

Grachev, for the “first time Gorbachev perceived Reagan not as a “representative of US 

imperialism” but as a trustworthy partner, who shared similar hopes and ideas.”476 While 

there was debate in the leadership, especially within the Ministry of Defense and the 

General Staff, about how to proceed with arms control negotiations, in Grachev’s eyes, it 

was this “revelation” about Reagan at Reykjavik that then “became the solid 

psychological foundation for [Gorbachev’s] position during the difficult domestic 

debates.” In one meeting, Gorbachev asked the generals, “Are you really planning to go 

to war with the Americans? I’m not!”477 This practical realization after Reykjavik 

allowed Gorbachev more flexibility in his decision making regarding arms control. 

 Reykjavik’s outcome presented Gorbachev with a choice—keep moving forward 

on his path with the new thinking in Soviet foreign policy or return to the old Soviet 

hard-line approach. Gorbachev was “daring a genuine break with the past by embarking 

on a principally new approach to foreign policy. In practice it would mean unilaterally 

starting to apply the declared principles of the ‘new thinking’ in his own daily practical 

activity even without guaranteed reciprocity from his Western partners.”478 He would 

have to make this leap of faith and hope that his assessment at Reykjavik of Reagan’s 
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willingness to make an INF agreement was not misguided. Gorbachev was not so 

stubborn that he did not recognize that a good agreement could be reached on INF to the 

benefit of the Soviet Union, as well as the United States and Europe. If progress could be 

made on arms reductions, why not move forward? There were more positives than 

negatives to decoupling INF from START and SDI.  

This chapter will examine the various factors that influenced Gorbachev’s 

decision to decouple INF from the Soviet arms control package. From December 1986 

until the decoupling decision was made in February 1987, several events impacted this 

shift in Soviet policy. In late January, the Central Committee Plenum met, and 

Gorbachev’s report left little doubt of his true intentions for reform within the Soviet 

Union. Then, in early February, a Council on Foreign Relations delegation visited 

Moscow and met with Soviet leaders, giving the Soviet leadership a chance to exchange 

ideas and candid opinions with prominent Americans who were not members of the US 

administration. This visit led Gorbachev’s close advisor Aleksandr Yakovlev to write a 

long memorandum to Gorbachev, examining possible directions for US-Soviet relations 

which strongly promoted the untying of INF from the arms control package. Nobel Prize-

winning physicist Andrei Sakharov was released from internal exile on Gorbachev’s 

order in December 1986 and made several important speeches during the Forum for a 

Nuclear-Free World and the Survival of Mankind, which took place in Moscow from 

February 14–16, 1987. The impact of Sakharov’s speeches denouncing SDI and 

criticizing Gorbachev’s package approach at Reykjavik will be assessed. This chapter 

will analyze how each of these factors influenced Gorbachev’s decision to decouple the 

arms control package and pursue a separate INF treaty with the United States.  
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The Pros and Cons of INF Elimination and the Back Story on the SS-20 Rockets 

Well before Reykjavik, there was discussion within the Politburo of making a 

separate INF agreement. According to Detinov and Savel’yev, as early as the fall 1985, 

Gorbachev “made it clear to the West that the Soviet Union was prepared to be more 

flexible in the field of” INF during a trip to Paris.479 Because the Ministry of Defense 

believed it had made equitable concessions on British and French INF forces, as well as 

heavy ICBM reductions, the military leaders insisted on reconnecting the package to 

present to the Reagan administration at Reykjavik. Gorbachev did not want to push his 

luck with the military at this time, so he had agreed to try their approach. Simply put, he 

tried the military’s package approach at Reykjavik, and it failed. By late February 1987, 

Gorbachev convinced the Politburo that an INF agreement would benefit the Soviet 

Union in many respects, thus overturning the decision to stick with the package.  

 During the Politburo discussions on INF elimination, the initial decision to deploy 

Soviet SS-20 missiles in the late 1970s to modernize the Soviet missile force was called 

into question. When the deployments occurred, Soviet military planners either had not 

realized or simply had not taken into account the negative reactions the SS-20s would 

provoke in Europe.480 This Soviet deployment triggered the United States and NATO 

allies to then deploy Pershing II missiles to Europe to redress the imbalance. Ample 

evidence has been presented showing how INF forces heightened tensions between the 

Soviets, Americans, and West Europeans; stalled arms control negotiations; and 

contributed to the already difficult relations during this period. For some in the Soviet 
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leadership to admit that this decision was unwise from the start, although never publicly 

of course, is tangible proof that Gorbachev’s new ideas were spreading throughout the 

ranks.  

 The initial decision to deploy the SS-20s, although approved by the Politburo as a 

whole, could be attributed mainly to Brezhnev, then- Defense Minister Dmitri Ustinov, 

and Andrei Gromyko. Gromyko, by 1987 the only surviving member of the group, 

acknowledged that the SS-20 deployment was “gross error in European policy.”481 Oleg 

Baklanov, a “prominent hawk and former head of the strategic missile-building 

ministry,” better known as “Big Oleg,” recalled in an interview years later:  

from the point of view of our strategic military position and our scientific and 
technological capabilities, you could say that the deployment of SS-20 missiles 
was not absolutely critical. Likewise, the later deployment of Pershing-II missiles 
on the part of the United States was not absolutely critical. It was really a matter 
of “an eye for an eye.” In Baklanov’s view, “we should not have deployed the SS-
20 missiles in Europe after all. Our actions gave the Americans an excuse to 
escalate the situation.”482 
 

The criticism of this initial decision to deploy demonstrates that the new thinking was 

helping the Soviet leadership reassess past actions and to attempt to make better decisions 

in the future.  

 In fact, Evangelista argues that if “leadership under Leonid Brezhnev had shown a 

little more imagination and flexibility… the INF controversy could have been resolved 

much earlier with far fewer Soviet concessions.”483 Taking a counterfactual approach to 

this problem, Evangelista claims that Helmut Schmidt, East German leader when the 
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initial Soviet decision was made, was unable to convince Brezhnev to curb the 

deployments. Valentin Falin, a German specialist and former ambassador to the FRG and 

Georgii Kornienko, Shevardnadze’s deputy at the MID, as well as others, believed that 

some minor concessions on Brezhnev’s part might have undermined NATO support for 

the “counterdeployment” and might have prevented US Pershing II or cruise missiles 

from ever reaching Europe in 1983.484 Gorbachev and the new thinkers recognized that 

mistakes had been made. They were willing to take the necessary steps to reduce tensions 

and resolve these problems, when it was in the best interests of the Soviet Union. The 

“nature of the top Soviet leadership, along with its ideas and worldview,” which was 

drastically different from those under Brezhnev, “were crucial for transforming the INF 

controversy into a turning point that contributed significantly to ending the Cold War.”485 

In other words, without Gorbachev and the new thinking, it is unlikely an INF agreement 

would have come to fruition.  

 The new political thinking played a vital role in shaping Gorbachev and the new 

directions he took in arms control and foreign policy. This INF decision demonstrates 

Gorbachev’s ability to push for change in concrete terms. According to Grachev, “With 

Gorbachev and his new team replacing the old Soviet leadership, the situation radically 

changed. The political logic and the priorities of perestroika moved to the front lines of 

Soviet state interests, forcing army producers and generals to adjust their own 

positions.”486 Priorities began to shift with the new political thinking, and Gorbachev was 

able to push for a more cooperative relationship with the United States and the West. 

With Gorbachev came the “appearance of new-thinking politicians at the top of the 
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power pyramid in the Soviet Union. These politicians considered the Soviet-American 

rapprochement as a natural means of establishing civilized relations between all the 

members of international society. At the same time, it was important that this sort of 

understanding was gathering momentum within second and third echelons of state power 

in the USSR.”487 In other words, the new thinkers were not only in the Kremlin but were 

also gaining ground in the ranks at the Foreign Ministry, the Defense Ministry, within the 

arms control establishment, and at think-tanks and policy institutes.  

 This did not mean that the idea to decouple and pursue a separate INF agreement 

was not met with resistance. The biggest contention for the military leaders in removing 

the SS-20 rockets that the Soviet Union would have to accept asymmetric cuts. They had 

deployed more missiles than the United States, and this was “one of the psychological 

barriers they had to overcome… to repair the damage caused by the deployment of the 

‘euro-missiles.’”488 Falin and Kornienko “sharply criticized the unilateral Soviet 

concessions that led to the INF Treaty,” recognizing that the Soviets would have to give 

up many more missiles if an agreement was reached.489  

 Soviet Defense Minister Marshal Sokolov, a hard-line military man, was appalled 

by the idea of INF reductions on many levels. As we shall see, he was the only one who 

publicly expressed dissent during the Politburo discussion of the decoupling. Sokolov 

was “brought up in the conviction that there can be no such thing as an excessive amount 

of weapons, the very idea that the Soviet Union might be obliged to destroy a whole class 

of new weapons sounded like heresy, if not high treason.”490 This ran counter to the new 
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thinking and everything Gorbachev wanted to achieve with arms reductions. Sokolov 

apparently was not hesitant to share his reservations, declaring in the lobby of the Central 

Committee building: 

This is a state crime!... The army cannot participate. We all remember 
Khrushchev’s improvisations that cost our country the destruction of the navy and 
of aviation. How can one ignore the army’s position in these matters? It’s the 
army and not the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that is charged to look after the 
security of the state and it knows better what kind of arms we need and in what 
quantities to fulfil [sic] this task.491  

 
The possible elimination of Soviet INF forces provides the perfect example of the clash 

of “old” and “new” thinking. For Sokolov, it was the force, the strength, the missiles, the 

numbers that mattered; for Gorbachev and the new thinkers, other factors were much 

more crucial. The benefits of reaching an INF agreement, including improved relations 

with Western Europe, enhancing the Soviet position on the world stage, moving from 

confrontation to cooperation with the West, provided a tangible demonstration of the new 

thinking in practice.  Soon after the March announcement of the decoupling, Sokolov and 

many others would be replaced during Gorbachev’s purge of the military, after Mathias 

Rust’s small plane landed in Red Square in May 1987.492  

 Like Sokolov, Baklanov disagreed with INF reductions. While “Big Oleg” 

admitted that the initial deployments of SS-20s were unnecessary, this did not mean that 

he approved of a possible INF Treaty. He argued that these cuts would “challenge the 

principle of parity” and would cause “unjustified” reductions on the Soviet side.493 

Baklanov would later participate in the August 1991 coup against Gorbachev. 

Challenging this idea of parity, that the Soviet’s nuclear capabilities needed to match 
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those of the United States in every way, was one of the biggest obstacles Gorbachev 

faced in dealing with the old guard in the military establishment.  

 However, some in the military establishment recognized the benefits of removing 

the INF missiles from Europe from a security perspective. According to General Nikolai 

Chervov, Gorbachev’s decision to push for a separate INF agreement was “a real 

breakthrough.”494 In his book on arms control, Chervov provides a detailed analysis of 

the package presented at Reykjavik and argues that reductions of INF forces would only 

enhance the European security of the Soviet Union. For Chervov the decision to decouple 

was a “concrete step toward global disarmament,” building on the Reykjavik positions.495 

In his discussion of the package, he does not present arguments about why the INF 

agreement should have been made separately, but he does adamantly belabor the 

connection between SDI and adherence to the ABM Treaty. Chervov argues that it was 

necessary for Gorbachev and the Soviet side to take this step to decouple because, from 

his perspective, Reagan and the United States were entrenched in the mind-set of the 

importance of global military superiority.496 Therefore, it was Gorbachev’s willingness to 

decouple INF from SDI and ABM that allowed INF to come to fruition. 

 The INF decision provides us with the most decisive example of Gorbachev’s 

ability to use this new thinking to push through new initiatives in arms control after 

Reykjavik. After nearly two years as general secretary, Gorbachev had consolidated his 

power base and was able to use mechanisms like the Zaikov Commission to push through 

                                                 
494 Nikolai Chervov,  Yadernyi Krugovorot: Shto Bylo, Shto Bydet (Moscow: Olma-Press, 2001), 142–43.  
495 It should be noted that Chervov was the general sent by Marshal Akhromeyev in January 1986 to 
present Gorbachev with the proposal for a nuclear-free world by the year 2000. From Chervov’s account in 
this book, it seems that he was aligned with Akhromeyev and the part of the military establishment who 
understood the benefits arms reductions would have for the Soviet Union.  
496 Chervov, Yadernyi Krugovorot, 142.  



 266 

his plans. He made it clear to the military leadership, especially with the Reykjavik 

directives and after, that he wanted new and innovative ideas and that the old Soviet 

methods were no longer going to be acceptable. According to Grachev, the “deadlock” 

over SDI at Reykjavik forced Gorbachev and the military to rethink their options and 

consider a new path.497 Decoupling INF was the logical progression. The remainder of 

this chapter will examine the events of January and February 1987 that pushed 

Gorbachev to make this crucial decision. 

 

The January 1987 Plenum 

 Many historians argue that Gorbachev’s report at the Central Committee Plenum 

in late January 1987 was a watershed moment for his reform efforts. In his speech, 

Gorbachev argued that much of the fault for the “sorry state” of the Soviet Union rested 

with “the Party leadership” and “Party-state cadres at all levels.” Gorbachev’s message 

was “unprecedented in its openness and honesty,” as he placed blame for failures or 

deficiencies in the Soviet system on the upper-level leadership and party cadres. For 

Chernyaev, this admission gained world wide attention, and the overall message of 

Gorbachev’s report at the plenum confirmed “that his reforms were truly serious and in 

the interests of the West as well.”498 Gorbachev later told the Politburo, “We couldn’t 

have had one like this earlier.… We would not have been able to say a lot of what we’ve 

now said.”499  
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 Gorbachev made his intentions clear in his plenum report on how his reforms 

should move forward and how he hoped to transform the Soviet Union. The leadership 

had come up with a “program of action… aimed at deep transformations in society, but 

not of its basic socialist core.” For Chernyaev, Gorbachev presented a new vision that 

allowed more freedom and initiative for entrepreneurs, a “step toward a market 

economy.”500 Gorbachev’s interpreter Pavel Palazchenko recalled that “Gorbachev’s 

report at the plenum was a revelation to those who had continued to be skeptical about his 

intentions. It was that report, I think, that convinced many people that the general 

secretary’s intention was not to repaint the façade of the existing system and strengthen 

the party’s power, but to find a way to make the country a modern and civilized society 

with a way of life that would be perceived as more normal—a society kinder to the 

people.”501  

 While there was no direct connection to foreign policy in his plan, Gorbachev’s 

momentum and his ability to make such open and honest statements about the status of 

the Soviet Union show that he had consolidated his power base by this time and was truly 

pressing for reform of the Soviet system on all levels. Improving the domestic situation in 

the Soviet Union, publicly recognizing many of its problems, and promoting his reform 

process would only enhance Soviet position on the world stage. This in turn allowed him 

to take the necessary steps to advance the new political thinking and keep moving 

forward with his efforts for disarmament.  
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“Visit of the Prominent Americans,” February 2–6, 1987 
 
 In early February, a US Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) delegation visited 

Moscow, and met with Mikhail Gorbachev, Aleksandr Yakovlev, Sergei Akhromeyev, 

and other prominent members of the Soviet leadership. The meetings allowed for a 

candid exchange of perspectives between the participants and helped the Soviet 

leadership understand how people outside the Reagan administration viewed Soviet-

American relations and areas where progress might be made. The delegation included 

former Secretaries of State Henry A. Kissinger and Cyrus R. Vance; former Secretary of 

Defense Harold Brown; former Chief Delegate to the United Nations Jeane J. 

Kirkpatrick; former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General David C. Jones of the 

Air Force; and former Senator Charles McC. Mathias, Jr., a Maryland Republican.502 

 There are extensive notes from the February 4 meeting with Marshal Akhromeyev 

which show the varied positions on the US and Soviet sides. Akhromeyev expressed the 

frustrations the Soviets had in dealing with the Reagan administration and laid out the 

Soviet stances on SDI and arms control issues. The US delegation made it perfectly clear 

from the outset that they were not representatives of the current administration but 

admitted they shared views of many in the United States. Both sides were candid and 

forthcoming throughout the meeting on many crucial issues.  

 Brown, Vance, and Kissinger emphasized that, while progress in the Geneva 

negotiations was “uncertain,” a continuing dialogue on arms control was crucial. 

Stopping negotiations would be “a grave mistake.” Kissinger stated that “disagreements 

between our delegations are not so significant” and urged for continued negotiations. He 
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argued that if the talks stopped “it would mean stagnation on the question of the 

limitation or reduction of strategic nuclear weapons for at least three or four years.”503 

The Soviet walkout in 1983 over US deployments of INF missiles to European NATO 

allies provided a concrete example how time could be lost in negotiations, something 

they all sought to avoid. Proceeding with negotiations, no matter how tedious or difficult, 

was paramount.  

 Almost immediately, doubts were expressed about the liquidation of all nuclear 

weapons proposed at Reykjavik, with Kissinger, Vance and Jones claiming that this 

would not increase the “strategic stability between our countries.”504 There was 

uncertainty over whether the US Congress would approve any agreement calling for the 

complete liquidation of strategic arms. This topic was hotly debated in the United States 

after Reagan’s return from Reykjavik and was the subject of many opinion pieces in 

prominent newspapers. However, the members of the delegation made it clear that a 

“major reduction of strategic weapons will without question yield positive results,” 

although many strategists and planners in the United States and Soviet Union viewed a 

complete liquidation critically. Those disagreeing with Reagan and Gorbachev’s proposal 

at Reykjavik argued that some strategic offensive missiles should be retained on each 

side to provide a deterrent to any rogue states that might develop or obtain their own 

nuclear weapons. 

 According to Brown, it was “clear to all of us that the issues of strategic offensive 

and strategic defensive weapons are closely related.” Akhromeyev agreed that the 
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“fundamental question… which hinders us from reaching an agreement” was the 

“relationship between strategic offensive and strategic defensive weapons.” Akhromeyev 

discussed the connection, stating that the administration talked “about reducing strategic 

offensive weapons and at the same time of the possibility of developing a national anti-

missile defense system, including the development of an ABM space combat echelon… it 

is impossible to radically reduce strategic offensive weapons and a the same time develop 

a country’s anti-missile defense system.”505 Akhromeyev noted that some in the Soviet 

Union believed that Defense Secretary Caspar Weinberger and others were arguing that 

the first components of this system be developed and deployed without delay. In 

Akhromeyev’s opinion, once any of the “first combat space systems capable of striking 

satellites and warheads of ballistic missiles appear in space every hope for any reductions 

or even limitations of strategic offensive weapons will be made null and void. Then a real 

arms race will start, the likes of which none of us have ever seen before.”506  

 Akhromeyev believed that the United States and Soviets had similar positions on 

medium-range missiles and offensive reductions, “but they are tied up by the question of 

space.” Space was halting progress in the other areas. In Reykjavik, the principle of a 50-

percent reduction in offensive weapons was agreed upon, and the potential for an INF 

agreement was there, but agreements could only be reached in these areas “if we could 

agree on not creating combat systems in space.” 

 Kissinger asked Akhromeyev to clarify what he meant by the term “combat 

space.” Akhromeyev responded, “As far as I know, the ‘combat space system’ (I hesitate 

to give it a precise designation; this is done at negotiations) is at the same time a carrier 
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with weapons, whether it is kinetic or laser.”507 They discussed the difference between a 

“combat” and “non-combat” system, with Akhromeyev noting that both the United States 

and Soviets had non-combat systems deployed in space for “intelligence, navigation, 

communications, meteorology,” and so forth. The difference in the SDI system, the 

Soviets believed, was that its space components would have the ability to possibly 

destroy non-combatant objects in space. He worried that “as soon as space combat 

apparatus appear in space, capable of destroying satellites and another country’s 

warheads, it will become impossible to reduce the strategic offensive weapons in any 

way.”  

 This was directly related to another problem at the negotiations that Akhromeyev 

raised: the United States did not have a clear position on space. On START and INF there 

were clear positions, but “it is not clear to us what the US wants in relation to space.” 

Brown responded that the position was still being debated within the United States and 

recognized that this was hindering progress in the negotiations. Brown again made it 

clear that the delegation was “not in a position of sufficient confidence with either Mr. 

Kampelman or President Reagan for them to trust us with thorough information on the 

official position on space defense.”508 Differing interpretations of the ABM Treaty and 

how this affected SDI were discussed. Testing, Akhromeyev argued, should be 

“permitted only on the ground, in laboratories,” but as was discussed in Chapter Four, the 

sides have not yet clearly established what “laboratory” meant. 

 Brown made the point that “In the US even the experts who do not view the SDI 

program as stabilizing have doubts whether it would be possible to resolve technical 
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problems in the process of negotiations with the USSR. These questions are already 

arising now, when it is still a long while before real space combat devices appear.” 

Akhromeyev responded, “We are urging that these negotiations be started, [that we] 

begin discussing the problem of a space combat echelon. But because of the American 

side we are not discussing these issues right now.” The Reagan administration’s 

unwillingness to conduct specific and meaningful negotiations on space, its definitions, 

and each side’s objectives was viewed as stalling by the Soviets. The US delegation 

pointed out that even within the United States there was still debate on space and what 

constituted appropriate space devices.  

 Akhromeyev observed (as Kissinger was aware) that in the 1970s when both sides 

faced difficulties in negotiations but were able to compromise because both sides wanted 

“to find a solution. Now we are under the impression that the U.S. administration does 

not want to find a solution to this problem. But we will continue to negotiate, even 

though we are getting the impression that the American administration does not take the 

negotiations seriously.” Akhromeyev argued that “practical work is being conducted on 

SDI, while the negotiations are at a standstill and treading water. There is movement in 

creating systems for SDI. This is where the danger is right now.”509  

 From the Soviet perspective, Akhromeyev was quite concerned that the US side 

was not coming to negotiations fully prepared to discuss space weapons, which the 

Soviets believed were the most important issue on the table at Geneva. The CFR 

delegation had no answer for this except that they believed the US position was still 

tentative. While they made it clear they were not formally representing the 

administration, they shared some interesting perspectives with Akhromeyev. All the 
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members of the delegation were either former policymakers or military leaders, and they 

had insights into the inner workings of Washington politics. As we shall see later in this 

chapter, this visit by the CFR delegation led Aleksandr Yakovlev to produce a long 

memorandum to Gorbachev analyzing the positions and possibilities for Soviet-American 

relations and greatly influenced the decision to decouple. 

 

The Sakharov Effect and the Forum for a Nuclear-Free World 

 In mid-February, the Forum for a Nuclear-Free World convened in Moscow, and 

for three days scientists, engineers, activists, and policymakers met to discuss the 

problems of disarmament and nuclear weapons. Disarmament was a priority for 

Gorbachev, and there is no doubt that the forum influenced Gorbachev’s thinking.510 

However, it is questionable to what extent the forum affected his policy decisions. While 

some historians have argued that Sakharov, anti-nuclear activists, and others who 

presented at the forum had a major impact on Gorbachev’s decision making during this 

period, it seems unreasonable to give complete credit to the forum for inspiring the 

decision to decouple and that fundamental shift in Soviet foreign policy.  

 In December 1986, at Gorbachev’s behest, the Politburo released Andrei 

Sakharov from internal exile in Gorky (now Nizhnii Novgorod) and allowed him to 

return to Moscow. Sakharov was a world-renowned physicist, part of the group working 

in the late 1940s to develop the Soviet atomic and hydrogen bombs. In 1975 Sakharov 

was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for his human rights activism.511 In 1980, he was 

forced to internal exile for criticizing the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and for his 
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constant public indictments of human rights abuses in the Soviet Union. His return to 

Moscow on December 23 with his wife Yelena Bonner gained international attention.  

 With Sakharov’s release, Gorbachev hoped to prove to the world that his policies 

of glasnost and democratization were not just for show. According to Chernyaev’s 

account, Gorbachev argued to Politburo members that “we needed Sakharov ‘and his 

potential’ for perestroika.”512 The release of Sakharov provided a tangible example of 

Gorbachev’s attempts to transform the Soviet state. A Central Committee document, 

titled “How to exploit Sakharov’s return to Moscow,” dated January 15, 1987, examined 

the ways in which Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership used Sakharov’s return to 

Moscow to foster goodwill in the international community and prove that perestroika and 

glasnost were not merely propaganda tactics.513 Within the next month, Gorbachev 

ordered the release of around 140 other political prisoners and dissidents and moved 

toward more openness in Soviet society in various other ways.514 Sakharov had pushed 

for this: “I stressed over and over again that the release of all prisoners of conscience 

would demonstrate the depth, authenticity, and irreversibility of democratic changes in 

our country, that the continuing detention of people who had spoken out too soon for 

glasnost betrayed a lack of consistency in the current course.”515 Sakharov’s release 

marked the start of this shift as more changes followed in 1987.  

 As a physicist and expert on nuclear weapons, Sakharov had candidly and bluntly 

shared his opinions on nuclear issues and on Soviet-American arms control. After his 
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return to Moscow, he immediately and publicly criticized Gorbachev’s decision at 

Reykjavik to connect offensive weapons reductions to restrictions to SDI.516 He was a 

firm believer in deterrence and praised the idea of mutual offensive reductions on both 

sides. Sakharov’s statements demonstrated his doubts about the ability of the United 

States to develop a defensive system along the lines of SDI and his opposition to 

Gorbachev’s linkage. He argued that offensive capabilities could safely be reduced if 

equitable deterrence was maintained.  

 Sakharov expressed these views during the Forum for a Nuclear-Free World and 

the Survival of Mankind, which was organized by Velikhov and took place in Moscow 

from February 14–16, 1987.517 Many notable scientists, anti-nuclear activists, and 

policymakers attended the forum. Gorbachev gave the closing address, and Sakharov and 

others gave speeches and participated in roundtable events during the three days of 

meetings. In his discussions regarding SDI, Sakharov put forth many of the same 

criticisms provided to Gorbachev by Velikhov and his scientific advisors, presented in 

Chapter Two of this dissertation. The main contention of Sakharov, Velikhov, Sagdeev 

and other scientific critics of SDI was that this system could be easily overwhelmed and 

defeated with inexpensive countermeasures.  

During the forum, Sakharov reiterated that SDI was hindering negotiations 

between the United States and Soviet Union. Because, as he argued, SDI could be 

defeated with an “asymmetric” response, Sakharov was unsure why the Soviet leadership 

used the package approach at Reykjavik. He did not understand how the package 

presented the Soviet Union with any appreciable gains. For Sakharov, the package was 

                                                 
516 Sakharov, Moscow and Beyond, 3; Fitzgerald, Way Out There in the Blue, 409.  
517 Sakharov, Moscow and Beyond, 21.  



 276 

preventing any movement forward on disarmament by linking SDI, a system that he 

argued was not feasible anyway, to progress in arms reductions. The package approached 

seemed flawed, and Sakharov directly questioned its validity and the decision making of 

the Soviet leadership.  

The KBG had in fact bugged Sakharov’s apartment, was tracking his moves, and 

Chebrikov was reporting on this to Gorbachev. The clearest evidence of this was the 

transcript of a meeting during the Moscow Forum in Sakharov’s apartment between 

Sakharov, Jeremy Stone, then President of the Federation of American Scientists, and 

Frank Von Hippel, a theoretical physicist and former FAS president..518 Chebrikov sent 

the transcript to Gorbachev on February 19. In this conversation, these three scientists 

discussed disarmament, SDI, the Reykjavik Summit, and the problematic nature of the 

package approach to arms control. Velikhov was mentioned in this discussion as well, 

regarding a conversation he and Stone had on arms reductions. This transcript includes a 

clear argument for decoupling the package and why SDI was not feasible, building on the 

comments Sakharov made at the Forum. 

Sakharov wrote in his memoir, “Two weeks after the Forum, the USSR renounced 

the package principle for intermediate-range missiles, and soon thereafter proposed the 

elimination of shorter-range missiles.”519 Some historians, as well as Sakharov, assert that 

Sakharov’s influence and his public speeches, as well as the impact of the anti-nuclear 

movement, pushed Gorbachev into untying the package. There can be no doubt that 

Sakharov’s message was heard and understood, especially since Gorbachev had read the 
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transcript of Sakharov’s talk with Stone and Von Hippel; however, the idea of decoupling 

the package had been discussed previously by the leadership. While Sakharov’s 

clamoring to untie the package and the events of the forum might have influenced 

Gorbachev’s thinking, several factors led Gorbachev to make the decision to decouple the 

Reykjavik package.  

It was not solely Sakharov’s speeches and pronouncements that led to this 

decision, as Frances Fitzgerald argues in Way Out There in the Blue.520 Matthew 

Evangelista argues in Unarmed Forces: Transnational Movements and the End of the 

Cold War, that the anti-nuclear movement, coupled with the events of the forum, pushed 

Gorbachev to decouple the package. These authors place too much emphasis on the 

forum and Sakharov, discounting the other factors which impacted on the decision. 

The rationale for using the package approach at Reykjavik was addressed earlier 

in this dissertation, rested on the belief that the package would force concessions from 

Reagan and the American side. The immediate fallout after Reykjavik showed why they 

adhered to the package and the decision making involved. In both instances, decoupling 

was discussed as a possible option before Sakharov made all his pronouncements against 

the package and SDI. The events of this forum, coupled with Sakharov’s statements on 

SDI and the package, probably did help reassure Gorbachev that decoupling INF from 

SDI was a logical move toward disarmament. But it seems obvious that the leadership 

                                                 
520 Fitzgerald, 411. She asserts that Sakharov’s influence, speeches, and interviews pressured Gorbachev 
and the Soviet leadership to untie the arms control package in late February 1987, going so far as to dub 
Sakharov the “dragon slayer of SDI.” Fitzgerald relates decoupling entirely to the idea that Sakharov’s 
declarations on SDI were finally acknowledged by the Politburo and that “the spell of SDI had been lifted, 
and that was not a matter of calculation but revelation. It was like finding something hidden in plain sight.” 
Yakovlev asserted, Fitzgerald claims, that Gorbachev met with some scientists who finally said, “We could 
be making a fuss about nothing. We suspect that this SDI is nothing but a bluff.” She does not account for 
the fact that Gorbachev had been told this before and that several of his scientific advisors wrote clearly 
about this in the “Weaponry in Space” pamphlet, first published in 1984. 
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was considering this decision before the events of this forum in mid-February and that 

various factors were in play.   

  
Yakovlev and the Decision to Decouple the Reykjavik Package 
 
 The CFR delegation’s visit, coupled with the events of the Forum for a Nuclear-

Free World, gave Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership much to think about regarding 

their positions on arms control. While Chapter Five of this dissertation demonstrated the 

leadership’s firm belief that presenting the package at Reykjavik had been the right 

approach, by February 1987, Gorbachev was beginning to rethink Soviet positions on 

INF and the package. At Reykjavik, reducing INF levels was the one area where he and 

Reagan made substantial progress, largely because of the Soviet decision to drop the 

contingency on British and French missiles. Gorbachev recognized that INF was the one 

area in the NST umbrella with the most potential for an agreement. Akhromeyev had also 

discussed INF with the CFR delegation.  

 With Reykjavik a few months behind him, Gorbachev had time to reassess the 

Soviet positions and determine how to move forward. By February, he recognized that 

the Soviets needed to take the initiative if they wanted to reach an arms control 

agreement with the United States, especially because Reagan was embroiled in the Iran-

Contra scandal. Other than his ability to use the potential for an INF agreement as 

leverage against SDI, Gorbachev began to view the package as a hindrance. In addition to 

Sakharov’s analysis that SDI was not a viable system, Gorbachev had received this same 

advice from Yevgeny Velikhov and his scientific advisors earlier. The potential to reach 

an INF treaty began to outweigh concerns over SDI at this juncture, and this was a key 

factor in Gorbachev’s decision to decouple the Reykjavik package.   
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 Aleksandr Yakovlev provided the most complete analysis for untying the package 

in a meticulous February 25, 1987, memorandum to Gorbachev. Yakovlev’s analysis was 

sparked by his discussions with the US CFR delegations visit in early February, and his 

recognition that without some new impetus the momentum created by the Reykjavik 

summit might be lost. His talks with the CFR delegation led him to reassess the Soviet 

positions on arms control and relations with the West and to present Gorbachev with 

recommendations on how to improve Soviet-American relations.521 In the memo, 

Yakovlev provided a clear and detailed explanation about why the Soviets should 

decouple INF from SDI and START, as well as the potential obstacles that might arise.  

 Yakovlev examined four main motivations for decoupling and pursuing a separate 

INF treaty. First, decoupling would undoubtedly improve Soviet relations with West 

Europe. Second, removal of all INF missiles from Europe would eliminate the direct 

threat to the USSR of US Pershing II and cruise missiles in Europe. It would not in any 

way weaken Soviet security on its western borders. In fact, it would do the opposite. 

Third, the Soviet leadership had made the decision to resume nuclear testing, after a 

unilateral moratorium had been in place since April 1985. Yakovlev argued that the 

decoupling and pursuing an INF agreement would go a long way in quelling negative 

public opinion over the resumption of Soviet testing. Fourth, decoupling would provide 

tangible proof to the international community and doubters in the United States that 

                                                 
521 Aleksandr Yakovlev, Memorandum for Gorbachev, “Toward an Analysis of the Fact of the Visit of 
Prominent American Political Leaders to the USSR (Kissinger, Vance, Kirkpatrick, Brown, and others),” 
February 25, 1987, in The INF Treaty and the Washington Summit, 5. The origin of Yakovlev’s memo is 
not completely clear. I am unsure whether Gorbachev requested the analysis or if Yakovlev was simply 
providing his input. The CFR delegation met with Gorbachev, Yakovlev, and other Soviet officials while in 
Moscow. The idea of untying the package had been discussed within the leadership previously, and 
according to Yakovlev’s memo, the timing was appropriate for a bold move, especially with the resumption 
of nuclear testing by the Soviets.  
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Gorbachev was a different type of Soviet leader with a credible domestic reform process 

and sincere efforts in arms control and disarmament. 

 Yakovlev began with an assessment of the meetings with the CFR delegation and 

how to improve Soviet-American relations. In the short term, the group suggested that 

movement by the Soviets might produce accord on INF. According to Yakovlev, “In 

principle, there exists an opportunity to achieve agreement on disarmament during this 

period, but only if we ‘untie’ the Reykjavik package. In this case, an agreement on INF 

could be the easiest to achieve. An agreement on SDI/ABM is not impossible either, but 

it would require great effort.”522 Because both sides had agreed in principle on INF 

positions at Reykjavik, this seemed like a logical step to take.  

 Perhaps most crucial for Yakovlev was the timing of this decision. He argued that 

the Soviets needed to regain the initiative after Reykjavik and show the international 

community that the Reagan administration was hindering progress in arms control. 

According to Yakovlev, the “presentation of the ‘package’ in Reykjavik was precise, 

right, and necessary. We needed a powerful initiative, which would have captured public 

opinion, conducted an assertive ‘reconnaissance by fighting’ of the administration’s 

positions, would have illuminated those positions, and would become a means of putting 

pressure on them.” Thus until this point in late February 1987, the package approach had 

served the Soviets well and had given them some advantages. At Reykjavik, it allowed 

them to better understand how far the Americans would go on arms control and how 

committed Reagan truly was to SDI. However, if the Soviets were truly seeking 

reductions on INF, the package should be reconsidered.  

                                                 
522 Ibid. 
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 Yakovlev analyzed the most effective ways to pressure the Reagan administration 

into shifting some of their positions on arms control and examined several objectives. He 

argued that “The administration is weaker in terms of foreign policy: Irangate became 

possible only after and due to Reykjavik, it is a form of retribution against Reagan for 

Reykjavik (simultaneously from several sides).”523 Yakovlev presents an interesting 

perspective in claiming that “Irangate’” or the Iran Contra scandal was only possible 

because of Reagan’s positions on the complete elimination of nuclear weapons at 

Reykjavik. What it demonstrates, in this instance, is a gross misunderstanding of US 

domestic politics and pressures that caused the scandal to break. Iran Contra did weaken 

the Reagan administration domestically, but Yakovlev clearly overstated Reykjavik’s 

impact on allowing the scandal to break. This would have come out regardless of the 

results of Soviet-American relations and the summit; the timing, however, immediately 

following the summit, did help those forces trying to stop Reagan from moving ahead 

with vast arms reductions. If anything, Iran Contra stalled the progress that was made at 

Reykjavik, as it diverted the attention of Shultz and others in the administration away 

from Soviet affairs.  

 According to Yakovlev, after Reykjavik US domestic support for SDI was 

weakening.524 This domestic divide, Yakovlev hoped, would cause problems for the 

administration and slow down the development of the program. He then noted that public 

opinion in the West and with NATO allies was divided over Reagan’s positions at 

Reykjavik.525 The split among NATO allies over dealing with SDI and arms control was 

something the Reagan administration was trying to handle, but Yakovlev saw this as 

                                                 
523 Ibid., 6–7. 
524 Ibid., 6. 
525 Ibid., 6–7. 
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another weakness. Margaret Thatcher, François Mitterrand, and Helmut Kohl each had 

varied interests, and the Soviet leadership recognized this and used it to their advantage 

when possible. There were questions about how far the agreements would go and about 

the impact they might have on West Europe and the NATO allies. Opinions on the total 

elimination of nuclear weapons and SDI took on new force after Reykjavik. As the CFR 

delegation discussed with Akhromeyev and Yakovlev, American views on the total 

elimination of nuclear weapons were wide in scope, with many arguing against this tactic 

because of the destabilizing effect it would have.  

 Then, Yakovlev pointed out that “The ideas expressed in the ‘package’ are still at 

work now, almost half a year after Reykjavik, as a factor in mobilizing the element of 

new political thinking worldwide, and in counteracting the line of the Reagan 

administration. But it is precisely the ideas [themselves], not the ‘package’ as such.”526 

For Yakovlev, the new thinking and the individual ideas presented at Reykjavik were of 

vital import, not the package. He argued that the positions within the package were strong 

and should be promoted, but he recognized that the package was preventing progress. 

The new political thinking resonated with some of the West European leadership, as they 

saw Gorbachev’s attempts to change and work with Reagan as welcome relief from the 

past. Promoting the Soviet positions presented at Reykjavik, which for Yakovlev were 

emblematic of the new political thinking, would help them regain some momentum in 

arms control. But in order to make progress, the package would have to be decoupled.  

 With these objectives, Yakovlev pinpointed where Soviet-American relations 

stood at this juncture and how the Soviets might exploit the American positions: “We 

have created an extremely important and effective beachhead for our offensive against 
                                                 
526 Ibid. 
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Reagan. Today, without losing any time, we should expand it, turn it into a beachhead for 

an offensive against the positions of the forces of the far right” who were completely 

against the elimination of nuclear weapons. Especially after discussions with the CFR 

delegation, Yakovlev seemed to be acutely aware of domestic pressures facing Reagan 

from the far right against making vast arms reductions. Yakovlev argued for using the 

momentum to fight against the right in the United States “and of the active proponents of 

the arms race in general, while at the same time ensuring opportunities for cooperation in 

this sphere with moderately conservative and liberal groups in the U.S. and Western 

Europe.”527 He understood that there were people within the US government who wanted 

to make vast cuts in weapons, along the lines of Gorbachev’s proposals, and who would 

prove to be effective allies in promoting these positions within the United States and even 

in Western European countries.  

 The package had become a hindrance and was no longer helping Gorbachev 

achieve his objectives. Yes, they wanted to reach all the goals proposed by the package, 

but perhaps taking it one step at a time would be a better, more realistic approach that 

would provide more tangible results. For Yakovlev, “In politics, maximum freedom of 

maneuver is always valuable. The “package” in its present form only ties our hands.” In 

other words, the package had not been a futile effort and had served a valid purpose; 

however, at this stage, it was no longer advancing a useful end.  

 As he correctly pointed out, there would be no guarantee if they decoupled, that 

the United States would “assent to balanced agreements with us.… We don’t have likely 

grounds to expect that everything will work out on its own, that Reagan will have an 

epiphany—in Reykjavik, he missed his best change to go down in history not as a clown 
                                                 
527 Ibid. [Emphasis in original translation.]  
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[litsedei], but as a statesman. For that, Reagan is not intelligent enough, and too limited in 

his freedom of choice.”528 Residual frustration remained for some in the Soviet leadership 

from the collapse of Reykjavik, and most blamed Reagan for not having the willingness 

and vision to make a real agreement on INF and for his resilient demands on SDI.  

 Moving forward with a separate INF agreement seemed entirely logical to 

Yakovlev. He made it clear that an INF agreement would only improve relations with the 

Europeans and potentially even the Chinese if Asian INF missiles were included in the 

agreement. The rational argument was that the United States and Soviet Union were not 

going to fight a war with INF missiles, and INF missiles were not going to “penetrate 

SDI,” so why should this agreement not move ahead? It seemed like a logical progression 

of the goals set forth by Gorbachev with the new political thinking. An INF treaty would 

certainly lessen tensions between West Europe and the Soviet Union and would 

strengthen Soviet security on its western borders by removing the US Pershing II missiles 

aimed at the Soviet Union. Yakovlev believed that the potential for an INF agreement 

was there. To sway the US, however, the Soviets needed to keep pressure on the United 

States by using world public opinion. Untying the package would provide the impetus 

needed for this “new initiative” and would show the world that the Soviet Union was 

serious about reaching arms reduction agreements with the United States.  

 Yakovlev argued that a public announcement of the decoupling decision should 

be made in the near term because the Soviets had resumed nuclear testing, breaking the 

unilateral moratorium enacted by Gorbachev in April 1985. Yakovlev thought that the 

decoupling announcement, “if it were to take place in the immediate future, could 

compensate, in the eyes of the world public, for the fact of our reciprocal resumption of 
                                                 
528 Ibid., 7. 
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nuclear testing. This consideration is not decisive here, but it also needs to be taken into 

account.”529 Yakovlev and others argued  that decoupling and pushing ahead for an INF 

agreement would deflect negative public opinion about the Soviet decision to resume 

nuclear testing. 

 All in all, Yakovlev presented decoupling as a logical maneuver that was in 

keeping with the goals of the new political thinking and the peaceful image the Soviet 

Union was trying to promote. “Therefore,” he concluded, “if we undertake the untying of 

the package in the immediate future, it will look objectively as one more expression of 

our good will and common sense, and a practical expression of our new thinking, the 

unity of words and deeds.” Decoupling would demonstrate a concrete, tangible action by 

the Soviet Union and show their willingness to work with the United States. The political 

gains could not be overlooked. Decoupling might be the first step toward a real 

“breakthrough” in relations. At this time in late February 1987, Yakovlev could not have 

known the outcome, but this decision would directly lead to the largest arms reduction 

treaty signed by the United States and Soviet Union—the INF Treaty in December 1987. 

The momentum of this move would only help the Soviet Union and its long-term 

objectives. In this memo, Yakovlev presented clear and concise reasons for untying the 

package at this stage. From Yakovlev’s perspective, since this decision would 

undoubtedly benefit the Soviet Union and help promote their long-term objectives for 

arms reduction, it was a clear and easy choice.  

The following day, during the February 26, 1987, Politburo meeting, there was a 

formal discussion about untying the arms control package. Along the lines of Yakovlev’s 

memo, the Politburo assessed the benefits of decoupling and pursuing a separate INF 
                                                 
529 Ibid., 11. (emphasis in original) 
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agreement and found that these outweighed retaining the package.530 The Politburo 

members examined security concerns, political gains, and the potential advantage of 

untying the package at this time for Soviet propaganda and to increase pressure on the 

Reagan administration. 

Gorbachev opened the meeting complaining about the lack of movement in the 

Nuclear and Space Talks in Geneva by the United States. He wanted a “new level of 

conversation.” Gromyko was the first to directly address the SS-20s and INF. He asked, 

“Maybe we should tear the SS-20s from the package? Of course, it would be a step 

backwards but it [will be undertaken] under new conditions. And to achieve a partial 

agreement.” Gromyko admitted that the move was a “step backward” from the positions 

they presented at Reykjavik, which they believed should have been enough to warrant 

agreement with the United States. He continued, “It would take a lot of brains for 

America to agree to a comprehensive settlement.”531 Dobrynin commented that the 

Soviets were not “counting on that either” because it seemed doubtful accord could be 

reached with the United States on all issues. For this reason, a partial agreement might be 

the best way to move forward, as Gromyko had stressed. Otherwise, the Geneva talks 

could remain stalled indefinitely.  

                                                 
530 Again, it is unclear whether other members of the Politburo read Yakovlev’s memo to Gorbachev or if it 
was formally presented during this meeting. However, the line of discussion closely follows the points he 
made in this memo, with which Gorbachev clearly agreed. It seems likely, as was customary in Soviet 
decision making, that Shevardnadze, Yakovlev and other close advisors to Gorbachev would have 
discussed this decision in private before the formal Politburo meeting. This way the group was prepared if 
any resistance arose, which was unusual. They could likely determine beforehand who, if anyone, would 
disagree with Gorbachev’s position. In this case, Sokolov was the only dissenter, doing so mildly in the 
Politburo meeting but more vocally, as was shown earlier in the chapter, in the Central Committee.  
531 “On Soviet-American Relations and Negotiations on Nuclear and Space Armaments,” Politburo notes, 
February 26, 1987, in The INF Treaty and the Washington Summit; original Russian transcript in V 
Politburo TsK KPSS: Po zapiciam Analotoliia Cherniaeva, Vadima Medvedeva, Georgiia Shakhnazarova 
(1985–1991) [Records of Politburo notes of Anatoly Chernyaev, Vadim Medvedev and Georgii 
Shakhnazarov, 1985–1991] (Moscow: Alpina, 2006), 151–52. 
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Dobrynin pointed out that “The main aspect here is political, but also [matters for] 

propaganda.” By trying to reach a separate INF agreement, the Politburo realized they 

could make political gains, as well as continue the public opinion campaign they started 

after Reykjavik. Gorbachev went further in explaining the political implications: 

Reagan’s political game is very clear to us—to give political sanction to SDI after 
he leaves office, and at the same time to preserve some impression that they are 
searching for something, for some resolution. We could respond with two actions 
at once—give them a sharp rebuke, and negotiations. But that would satisfy them. 
They will tangle our reins and at the same time pretend that they are in favor of an 
agreement but we are the ones undermining it. Meanwhile, they will win time for 
developing their SDI.532  
 

The Soviet leadership had previously contemplated what would happen regarding SDI 

once Reagan’s term was over. Gorbachev understood Reagan’s posturing was an attempt 

to secure the program so its development would not be halted, even though at the same 

time, the administration wanted to appear to be “searching” for a solution to arms control 

with the Soviet Union. By delaying any agreements, the United States was gaining time 

for SDI research and development, which Gorbachev wanted to prevent. This was 

another reason why a partial INF agreement would warrant favor on the international 

stage. If the focus was shifted away from SDI and onto reaching an agreement, this might 

delay progress on SDI.  

Politburo member Yegor Ligachev concurred: “If we agree to cut medium-range 

missiles right now, we will win right now. And our defense will not be weaker as a result. 

We would win a lot in public opinion.” Public opinion was important to the leadership for 

two reasons. Gorbachev argued, as had been the Soviet position since Reykjavik, that “in 

the arena of public opinion, we will put pressure on the United States by showing that we 
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are in favor of mutual trust.” Gorbachev needed to promote the image of the Soviet 

Union as the side willing to push for progress in negotiations.  

There was concern that there might be some public backlash, especially in Europe 

and among the anti-nuclear movements, for the recent Soviet resumption of testing. 

Gorbachev admitted, “Yes, we need to smooth out the negative consequences of 

withdrawing from the [unilateral] moratorium.” Shevardnadze agreed on the SS-20 

reduction and connected this decision to the recent resumption of Soviet nuclear testing: 

“I am also in favor of making a decision on the mid-range missiles because after the 

French test explosion and our [explosion] we have to compensate with something.… 

Regardless of how we justify our explosions, they weaken trust. And we should not delay 

this decision.”533 The decoupling would provide the Soviets with the initiative and 

promote further trust after the recent nuclear testing, which was true, but Shevardnadze 

did not expand his comments to address any other benefits of the decoupling.   

Defense Minister Sokolov raised the issue of the British and French missile 

inclusion and argued that removal of Soviet SS-20s would leave this vulnerability. 

Gorbachev quickly retorted, “Here you are losing the political perspective? [sic] There 

will be no war with Britain or France. It is not possible. And the mid-range missiles, if we 

remove them, would change absolutely nothing here.” Sokolov expressed his doubts 

about the SS-20 removal, but he was the only person during the meeting to do so directly. 

Gorbachev’s practical position, that it was inconceivable that the Soviets would fight a 

war with Britain or France, seemed reasonable and in accord with the new political 

thinking. The general secretary was obviously able to placate any doubts, or at least 

sideline them, to reach an agreement to decouple the package.  
                                                 
533 Ibid. 
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At the end of the meeting, Gorbachev drew several conclusions. Again, he 

asserted that they should do their best to promote better relations with West Europe: “We 

should respond to all the hints from those who want to work with us. Such hints are 

coming, directly or implicitly, from Thatcher, Kohl, and Mitterrand. We should be more 

assertive in pulling them all out of their ‘American complex’ and pulling them toward 

us.” In addition, “We have to work on the Chinese direction. [We should] try to entice 

Deng Xiaoping to come to Moscow. Shevardnadze should go to Austria. We should 

remove Rajiv Gandhi’s concerns about Pakistan.” Promoting the Soviet positions to the 

international community and juxtaposing Soviet policy against what Gorbachev saw as 

US obstructionism were important components of his strategy.  

There was more on the table in Geneva than simply an INF agreement. Each part 

of the package would now need to be considered separately: “We should give answers as 

well on the issues of cutting 1,000 heavy missiles [ICBMs], on the imbalance in 

conventional arms, on offensive weapons in Europe, on the nuclear-free corridor, on 

reconsideration of our doctrine, on the principle of reasonable sufficiency.” The general 

secretary realized that aside from INF, the Soviet and American delegations in Geneva, 

as well as decisions regarding Soviet and Warsaw Pact security, needed attention. 

Gorbachev clearly saw the benefit “cutting 1,000 powerful missiles” would have for 

public opinion. While the package was the main topic of discussion at this particular 

meeting, offensive weapons reductions, or cutting “heavy missiles,” remained part of the 

overall strategy and would remain linked to SDI until late 1988. Determining how to get 

the Reagan administration to stop SDI and cut heavy missiles was the immediate 

problem. 
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Gorbachev argued that the Soviet leadership had to find ways to work with a 

difficult US administration. Untying the arms control package and trying to reach an INF 

agreement would serve as a clear example to the world that it was the United States, not 

the Soviet Union, that hindered progress in arms reductions. Gorbachev concluded: 

This was a useful discussion. We start from the assumption that as difficult as it is 
to conduct business with the United States, we are doomed to it. We have no 
choice. Our main problem is to remove the confrontation. This is the central issue 
of our entire foreign policy. But we should not build our policy on illusions. We 
should not count on capitalism suffering an economic crisis. It will find a way out, 
as it has done before. We should not think that we would have a militarily weaker 
opponent if arms reductions succeed because the sole interest of that state (USA) 
is power. Thus, competition will continue in any case. And it is a very serious 
[competition]. However, modifications will be taking place in all directions in the 
world arena, and we should not feel doomed. The process is underway in the 
United States as well. But we should not work only in the direction of America. 
We need to carefully select other main directions besides the American one.534  

 
Negotiating with the United States and reaching accord was not easy, but Gorbachev 

argued, it was a compelling task of the Soviet Union to “remove confrontation” and to 

work toward peace. In doing so, the Soviet leadership should harbor no “illusions” but 

follow a realistic foreign policy. They should work to promote their positions and show 

that they were in the best interest of peace and disarmament. Gorbachev argued, 

“Therefore, let’s untie the package.” This would dispel some of the negative impact of 

the nuclear testing, as well as provide a new direction, different from the US position, and 

show Soviet initiative: “Let’s make the statement regarding untying the package some 

time in mid-March. This will be our response to public opinion. And this would 

ameliorate the negative reaction to the renewal of nuclear tests to some degree. But we 

had no other options.”535  
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 The actual decoupling announcement came much more quickly than anticipated, 

and three days after the Politburo meeting, on March 1 during a televised address, 

Gorbachev announced the Soviet intention to pursue a separate agreement on INF with 

the United States.536 This was most likely inspired by the resumption of Soviet nuclear 

testing, and the Politburo planned to use this announcement to quell negative public 

backlash.  

 Gorbachev’s decision to decouple the arms control package was influenced by a 

variety of factors. His “nuclear learning,” his reassessment of Soviet positions following 

Reykjavik, his desire to improve relations with West Europe, his attempts to promote 

perestroika and the new political thinking each influenced his thinking during this period. 

It is difficult to pinpoint one idea that might have influenced him more than others—each 

of these factors must be taken into account to explain Gorbachev’s shifting stance from 

Reykjavik to late February 1987. Some argue that Andrei Sakharov’s release from 

internal exile in Gorky in December 1986 and his public statements denouncing SDI and 

the package were the reason for this abrupt shift in policy. Others think Gorbachev’s 

evolving relations with Reagan after Reykjavik or his hope for improving relations with 

Western Europe or the cumulative impact of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster of April 1986 

that had the greatest impacts.537 But giving more import to one of these issues diminishes 

                                                 
536 “Zaiavlenie General’nogo Sekretaria TsK KPSS M.S. Gorbacheva” [Speech of General Secretary of CC 
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the effects of the other factors. It was a combination of each of these things that led 

Gorbachev, influenced by the opinions of his advisor and the architect of perestroika 

Aleksandr Yakovlev, to pursue a separate INF agreement with the United States. 

Gorbachev’s decision to decouple the Reykjavik package was a logical, practical 

progression in his thinking and quest for nuclear disarmament.  

 Reykjavik helped Gorbachev with this process. Chernyaev recognized this as a 

watershed moment: “Gorbachev began the new year with Reykjavik under his belt, 

which, with all the qualifications, backsliding, doubts, and problems in the realization of 

this idea, was the beginning of a shift in the history of international relations.”538 

Yakovlev’s long memo provided the rationale for decoupling and clearly convinced 

Gorbachev that this was the appropriate time for such an initiative. Decoupling could 

improve relations with West Europe and the United States and give the Soviets 

momentum in working toward further disarmament and reductions in nuclear weapons. 

By forging ahead and finding ways to promote his new thinking and innovative ideas, 

Gorbachev was able to shift the goals of Soviet foreign policy in relation to arms control 

and INF missiles. This shift culminated in the decision of Gorbachev and the Politburo to 

pursue an INF agreement with the United States to eliminate this entire class of missiles 

from Europe.  

 Even though opposition toward INF reductions existed, Gorbachev, backed by 

reform-minded members of the Politburo, was able to change the game. The new ideas 

they brought to the table about the arms race and how to deal with the West promoted 

changes in Soviet strategic thinking and arms reductions. The old ways were no longer 

acceptable, and this group understood the arguments for decoupling the package and for 
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pursuing a separate INF agreement. By this time in late February 1987, Gorbachev was 

not willing to accept the logic of some military leaders that eliminating these missiles 

would disrupt strategic parity. The Soviet package approach, forced by the military 

leadership, was tested at Reykjavik, and it failed. By February 1987, Gorbachev was 

ready to push for a new initiative and change long-standing Soviet positions. Untying the 

package provided a means and an impetus to move forward.  
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Chapter Seven 
 

To the INF Treaty: March to December 1987 
 
 
 Once Gorbachev publicly announced the decision to decouple INF from SDI and 

the Reykjavik arms control package in March 1987, Soviet and American leaders and 

negotiators pressed ahead toward an INF agreement. Shultz met with Gorbachev and 

Shevardnadze several times in April, September, and October to work out a final treaty 

agreement to be signed during Gorbachev’s trip to Washington, DC, in December 1987. 

While both parties wanted to reach accord on intermediate-range missiles, this did not 

mean that the path to the treaty was unobstructed.  

 Internal and external pressures affected the deliberations for Gorbachev and the 

Soviet leadership, and the Kremlin was occupied with many issues besides negotiating an 

INF Treaty with the United States. Gorbachev was dealing with Soviet economic woes 

and restructuring the political bureaucracy as announced at the January 1987 plenum. 

Some in the Soviet leadership criticized perestroika, arguing that the reform efforts were 

not moving quickly enough and were not showing results. Tension existed between 

Gorbachev and some military leaders who doubted that weapons reductions would 

benefit the Soviet Union. The internal Soviet INF treaty deliberations demonstrated 

Gorbachev’s ability to use Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, chief of the general staff, and 

Lev Zaikov, head of the arms control working group, to force the hardliners in the 

military to agree with the new Soviet positions on arms control. 

 The INF agreement represented the coalescing of Gorbachev’s policies and the 

new thinking, manifested in his ability to manipulate the military doubters and negotiate 

the largest arms reduction treaty between the United States and Soviet Union with much 
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larger reductions on the Soviet side. By late 1987, few in the Soviet leadership were able 

to argue any benefits for keeping Soviet INF forces in Europe. As Gorbachev pointed out 

on several occasions, the “threat” that the United States and Western Europe once posed 

to Soviet security had diminished. He was not planning on going to war with the United 

States or the West, and he was fairly certain the United States and West had no intent of 

beginning a war with the Soviet Union. Gorbachev’s ability to take this rational approach 

to Soviet security allowed him to make more advanced and practical steps regarding not 

only nuclear weapons and arms control but also conventional force reductions with the 

new doctrine of “reasonable sufficiency.”  

 The INF Treaty was a large part of this process and represented a manifestation of 

this new strategic thinking by Gorbachev. The treaty provided improved relations with 

Western Europe and proved that the Soviets and Americans could work together to 

diminish the nuclear threat for the world. When Gorbachev came to power in March 

1985, he spoke of these ideas, but the signing of the INF Treaty provided concrete proof 

that this Soviet leader was genuinely trying to move his country forward and change the 

stale nature of the Soviet state. 

 During this crucial year, Gorbachev made several critical decisions that would 

have a lasting impact not only on the Soviet Union but on the entire world. Arms control 

and cooperation with Reagan administration were high on the list of his priorities but so 

was cooperation with Western Europe as evident in meetings between Gorbachev and 

other high-ranking Soviet officials with European leaders during this period. Moving 

toward a doctrine of “reasonable sufficiency” in conventional forces and removing INF 
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missiles from Europe would have lasting impact on relations between the Soviet Union 

and Western Europe. It would also have an impact on Soviet allies.  

 Memoranda of conversations between Gorbachev and leaders of Western and 

Eastern Europe,539 as well as Politburo meeting notes and other documents from 1987, 

show that fears over SDI waned and its impact on Gorbachev’s foreign policy had 

diminished considerably. This is not to say that SDI was not still a contentious issue; as 

we shall see, SDI continued to disrupt progress in the dialogue and in arms control, as is 

evident during George Shultz’s October visit to Moscow. However, once the decision to 

move forward on INF by decoupling SDI from the Reykjavik package was made, SDI 

was spoken of in relation only to START and offensive reductions.540 While it remained 

an important arms control issue for Gorbachev, INF took precedence in 1987, and in the 

end SDI did not hinder Gorbachev’s ability to make agreements on arms reductions. 

Space weapons and ABM adherence were discussed in meetings with Shultz and Reagan. 

Gorbachev was willing to make some concessions on the definition of what could be 

tested in “laboratories” and about the broader terms of what the ABM Treaty permitted. 

These factors, coupled with the focus on INF, allowed Gorbachev to push forward and 

gain tangible reductions agreements with the INF Treaty. While SDI loomed in the 

background during 1987 and 1988, because of the Soviet decision to decouple, it no 

longer hindered progress on INF elimination. 

                                                 
539 The Archive of the Gorbachev Foundation has numerous memoranda of conversation between 
Gorbachev and his advisors with various Western and Eastern European leaders, communist and non-
communist. In the earlier memos from 1985–1986, Gorbachev usually addressed SDI in some negative 
manner, calling attention to the problems and instability the program was causing. In the memos from 1987 
on, while SDI is sometimes brought up, it is not covered with the same vigor and import as it was in the 
earlier conversations.  
540 For an excellent analysis of the continued Soviet fight against SDI related to START and ABM, please 
see Peter Westwick, “‘Space-Strike Weapons’ and the Soviet Response to SDI,” Diplomatic History 32, no. 
5 (November 2008).  
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 On the US side, the Iran Contra affair was taking its toll on Reagan and the 

administration. While Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger and other members of the 

military establishment pushed for more funding, research, and even early deployment of 

some parts of an SDI system, some members of Congress were fighting hard to slash SDI 

funding. In his negotiations with the Soviets, Shultz shifted the focus to the potential for 

an INF agreement and attempted to use the new initiatives on INF to show the positive 

steps the administration was taking on the path to vast arms reductions. Shultz also 

viewed this as a means to divert public opinion away from Iran Contra and onto more 

positive topics. 

 Another hurdle for Shultz was that many in Washington and some in the 

administration still viewed Gorbachev’s policies and the capacity for the Soviet Union to 

change with great skepticism, namely Caspar Weinberger and then-Deputy Director of 

Central Intelligence Robert Gates. Shultz prevailed over the doubters with some 

maneuvering and negotiated the INF Treaty, thus helping prove to the skeptics in 

Washington that Gorbachev’s rhetoric was not merely more Soviet propaganda but 

represented a genuine change in Soviet policies and initiatives on arms control and 

nuclear weapons.  

 Through an analysis of documents and meeting notes between Gorbachev, 

Shevardnadze, and Shultz to negotiate the INF treaty; Gorbachev and Margaret 

Thatcher’s debate over nuclear weapons during a March 1987 meeting; and internal 

documents from Akhromeyev, Zaikov, and Katayev on arms reductions and policies, this 

chapter examines the road to the INF Treaty, showing the evolution of Gorbachev’s 

thinking regarding arms control and INF. This chapter analyzes the link between 
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technological advancement and domestic and economic reforms within the Soviet Union 

and explores how these problems were connected to Gorbachev’s new thinking and his 

new arms control and foreign policies—the doctrine of reasonable sufficiency, the 

“common European home,” and relations with the United States. Finally, this chapter 

shows how the INF Treaty was a coalescence of Gorbachev’s ideas and initiatives and 

shows how the treaty provided concrete evidence of the general secretary’s true 

intentions toward progress and reform in the Soviet Union.  

 

The Significance of Western Europe and Margaret Thatcher’s Visit to Moscow 

Europe played a central role in Gorbachev’s plans, and this was one of the main 

reasons for the decoupling of INF missiles from the arms control package. Gorbachev 

recognized that without stronger ties to Europe, his reform efforts could be hampered. He 

had several goals in Europe. The first objective was to lower the level of military 

confrontation, starting with the removal of INF weapons and later with the doctrine of 

reasonable sufficiency and conventional force reductions. His idea of the “common 

European home” would come to fruition from 1987–88 with his new policies and new 

level of trust that began to emerge between the Soviet Union and the countries of West 

Europe.  

 The second goal was related to economic progress and was linked with 

technological advancement. Gorbachev, in his attempts to reform the Soviet economy, 

needed trading partners. He also recognized the lag in technology in some areas, for 

example in computers, and he hoped to redress the imbalance by modernizing technology 
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through greater economic ties to the West. In a late March 1987 Politburo session, he 

expounded on these points: 

 I believe we haven’t studied Europe enough and don’t know it very well.… It’s 
 obvious not a single issue can be decided without Europe.… We even need it for 
our domestic affairs, for perestroika. And in foreign policy Europe is simply 
irreplaceable.… We cannot do without such a partner as Western Europe. All the 
more so since we’re now seeing some progress. And in the leadership circles as 
well.… Europe is our business. Our interests there are enormous. We don’t have 
to be afraid. We must lower military confrontation as much as possible. The 
Helsinki process offers new opportunities, and we have to enter a new phase, step 
by step, leading by example. Our major goal is to utilize the scientific and 
technological potential of Western Europe, all the more so since our friends in 
CEMA [Council on Economic and Mutual Assistance, the socialist economic 
bloc] are so involved there.  
  
We have to see Europe as it is. Take the process of integration, for example. 
Where is it advantageous for us, and where not? A second reality. We have to see 
Europe in all its diversity. There are more and less developed countries, both big 
and small. We have to plan our European policy seriously. Maybe we should set 
up a European Research Center. And remember: Western Europe is our basic 
partner.541 

 
Chernyaev worried that some might view this move toward Europe as merely “tactical” 

but argued that it was more than just a practical shift in foreign policy. Gorbachev’s idea 

of a “common European home” presented both practical and ideological changes in the 

relations between the Soviet Union and the countries of Europe. In his memoirs, 

Gorbachev describes the evolution of this concept beginning with his 1984 trip to the 

United Kingdom and how the idea steadily grew over time. With his new goals in foreign 

policy, he wrote, “I found it increasingly difficult to see the multicolored patchwork of 

Europe’s political map as I used to see it before. I was thinking about the common roots 

of this multiform and yet fundamentally indivisible European civilization, and perceived 

                                                 
541 Anatoly S. Chernyaev, My Six Years with Gorbachev, trans. and ed. by Robert English and Elizabeth 
Tucker (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2000), 105. 
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with growing awareness the artificiality of the political blocs and the archaic nature of the 

‘iron curtain.’”542 

 However, as Chernyaev has pointed out, within this process, there were some 

inherent contradictions between the Soviet system and Gorbachev’s policies and the 

direction he wanted to move the country. According to Chernyaev, Gorbachev 

recognized these contradictions, as the inner circle of reformers grappled with how to 

move the process forward. There was the long-held Soviet belief that the Cold War was 

the result of “two incompatible systems and their unavoidable struggle… and the 

necessity of avoiding nuclear war.” The struggle between communism and capitalism 

was ever present, but Gorbachev was trying to bridge this divide and in some ways end 

this “incompatibility” of the two systems by finding new ways to work with the West. 

Gorbachev needed to end the “confrontation,” to advance perestroika within the Soviet 

Union. In Chernayev’s eyes, “The organic links between foreign policy and domestic 

change inevitably led Gorbachev to transform a new ‘style’ into substantive, 

comprehensive, policy changes that concerned not only the arms race but all the other 

issues.”543 For Chernyaev and all the others working on this process from the inside out, 

there was an innate, unavoidable connection between domestic reform, foreign affairs, 

and economics. Decoupling the Reykjavik arms control package and removing Soviet 

INF forces from Europe were solid steps toward reaching these goals. 

At the end of March 1987, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher made an 

official visit to Moscow. This was only her second face-to-face meeting with Gorbachev; 

the first was in 1984, before he was general secretary. The two leaders had an excellent 

                                                 
542 Mikhail S.Gorbachev, Memoirs, trans. Georges Peronansky and Tatjana Varsavsky (New York: 
Doubleday, 1996), 428–29.  
543 Chernyaev, My Six Years, 106. 
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rapport and respected each other. Their conversations demonstrated this by being frank 

and earnest exchanges of opinion. Thatcher’s discussions with Gorbachev at this meeting 

reveal two important factors. First, Thatcher’s stance on nuclear weapons, her clinging to 

the belief that deterrence and nuclear weapons had kept the peace since the end of World 

War II, frustrated Gorbachev on a political level and seemed to horrify him on a personal 

level. Second, during their ideological discussions about communism and capitalism, 

Thatcher’s assessment of why the West was so utterly fearful of Soviet power and actions 

seemed to have a great impact on Gorbachev’s thinking about Soviet positions and their 

relations with the West.544 Both of these positions provide further insight into the 

development of Gorbachev’s thinking regarding nuclear weapons and relations with the 

West.  

 During their discussions on disarmament, Gorbachev was direct in his questions 

to Thatcher, asking “Is the West ready for real disarmament or have you been forced into 

negotiations under pressure from public opinion in your countries?”545 He pointedly 

continued, “For over two years we have seen the same thing; as soon as the possibility of 

resolving some disarmament problem emerges, Washington, London, Paris, and Bonn 

immediately try to find reasons for doubt, referring to the Soviet Union’s ‘superiority,’ 

putting brakes on the process, driving it into a dead end.”546 Gorchev added that all the 

leaders had adequate information about the true balance of forces of the other countries 

and for that reason deceit was “not only useless, it’s impossible. We have to decide how 

to build a bridge to disarmament.”  

                                                 
544 Jack Matlock, Reagan and Gorbachev: How the Cold War Ended (New York: Random House, 2004), 
253. 
545 Gorbachev, Memoirs, 434. 
546 Chernyaev, My Six Years, 102. 
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 Gorbachev wanted to begin “a real disarmament process on an equal footing with 

the West,” but Thatcher and others who still believed in nuclear deterrence angered and 

frustrated the general secretary. He said, “You, Madam Thatcher, with your stance on 

nuclear weapons, hamper the negotiations and hinder efforts to start a process of genuine 

disarmament.… When you solemnly declare that nuclear weapons are beneficial, it’s 

clear that you are an ardent supporter of them who is prepared to accept the risk of war.” 

Foreign policy aide to Gorbachev Anatoly Chernyaev, present at the meeting , recalled, 

“You had to see what those words did to her.” The prime minister became quite 

uncomfortable, blushed, and “her expression hardened.” She proceeded, in a very 

determined fashion, to explain her views to Gorbachev, asserting again that nuclear 

weapons “had been ensuring peace in Europe for forty years, they were a guarantee 

against a terrible war, etc. And how could he suspect her of such ghastly intentions?”547 

 As Chernyaev described it, the conversation got “out of hand.” As soon as 

Thatcher and Gorbachev realized they were arguing in circles, they assured “each other 

of their best intentions.”548 Thatcher became complimentary of Gorbachev’s new policies 

and extolled his reform efforts, assuring the general secretary that the West had no 

intention of complicating “reform in the Soviet Union by rejecting disarmament.”549 

According to historian Vladislav Zubok, “Thatcher fully grasped the double-sided idea of 

reform and disarmament promoted by Gorbachev but categorically rejected the idea of a 

nuclear-free world as a dangerous romantic utopia.”550 Thatcher was an ardent supporter 

of SDI and did not agree with Reagan’s or Gorbachev’s plans to eliminate offensive 
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nuclear weapons. Although their disagreement over nuclear weapons had been intense, 

Gorbachev believed that Thatcher had grasped the importance of perestroika and his 

reforms and did not want to hinder this process.  

 Even from the outset of the meeting, Chernyaev noted that Gorbachev “ruffled 

her feathers” because she had recently delivered a speech denouncing the evils of the 

communist system, leading Gorbachev to tell her the speech made them wonder if she 

was going to cancel her planned trip.551 Thatcher was surprised but then went on to 

explain the rationale behind the speech. The Soviet Union, she argued, had never made it 

clear to the West that the tenets of the Brezhnev Doctrine had been rejected. From 

Thatcher’s point of view, the international communist movement, with violent actions in 

places like Afghanistan, Vietnam, Angola, and others, “illustrated communism’s striving 

for global dominance.” She continued, “we were ready to fight the battle of ideas: indeed 

this was the right way to fight. But instead we in the West saw Soviet subversion [in 

these areas of the world]…. We naturally drew the conclusion that the goal of worldwide 

communism was still being pursued.”552  

 Gorbachev countered, “but we never held this doctrine. There is philosophy, there 

is politics, and there is reality.” He argued that they both believed in their respective 

systems and obviously were not going to convert each other. People coming out of the 

throes of colonialism might choose to establish a socialist system or a capitalist system, 

Gorbachev continued, but they should be the ones who decide.553 The argument 

continued as both leaders extolled the virtues of their respective systems and eventually 

realized they were going round in circles again.  
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 Thatcher then praised the general secretary’s efforts to reform, stating, “We 

follow your activity with great interest and we fully appreciate your attempts to improve 

the life of your people,” commenting on his recent speech given at the January plenum.554 

But she still wondered on a certain level “whether Gorbachev’s internal reforms would 

lead to changes in external policies.”555 As Jack Matlock points out, Thatcher “made a 

point of explaining to Gorbachev why the West considered the Soviet Union a threat to 

the peace” and did so in very comprehensible terms. While it is clear in hindsight that 

Gorbachev was not bent on world domination, and had, for example, been intent on 

extracting the Soviet Union from Afghanistan, Thatcher and others in the West needed 

more convincing. According to Matlock, this meeting helped Gorbachev to understand 

the need to convince the West on a more fundamental level and moved his “thinking… 

an important step further.”556 Gorbachev knew he had no intention of going to war with 

the West, but after this discussion, it became clearer to him the West did not know 

Gorbachev’s intentions.  

 Reporting to the Politburo on his meeting with Thatcher and her visit to Moscow, 

Gorbachev claimed that she had been impressed by the new level of openness and her 

ability to speak to various people of her choosing during her visit. The Soviets had 

published a full speech she had given on human rights. Her goal was to gain a better 

understanding of what was actually going on in the Soviet Union, and Gorbachev 

believed she left with a positive impression. He stated, “Thatcher is an ardent defender of 
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the Western interests… She is sincere but determined.” And with this visit, while it 

achieved no “specific results,” had “helped advance the dialogue.”557 

 From Chernyaev’s notes of the May 8 Politburo meeting, it is clear that the 

discussion between Gorbachev and Thatcher in late March resonated with the general 

secretary and led him to push for not only nuclear weapons reductions but also reductions 

in conventional forces in Europe. The meeting showed Gorbachev that he needed to 

diminish the notion that the Soviet Union posed a threat to stability and peace in Europe 

and other areas on the globe.558 Gorbachev admitted that past Soviet actions, specifically 

invasions in Hungry, Czechoslovakia, and Afghanistan, had made many in the world 

wary of Soviet intentions. As Gorbachev reported, Thatcher “said they were afraid of us,” 

and propaganda against the Soviet Union was based on these perceptions. The Soviet 

Union needed to “strengthen our policy for the humanization of international relations 

with our actions… that we are trying to find a way to make the world more stable.”559  

 Gorbachev continued that reductions in conventional forces in Europe and an 

admission about the true level of Soviet forces in Central Europe would represent the first 

steps necessary to gain confidence not only in Europe but in other areas of the world as 

well. According to Matlock, Gorbachev seemed to realize that the Americans and the 

West were truly concerned about the Soviet threat, the true rationale behind some 

American actions and hesitation on arms control and in other areas. While Gorbachev had 

abandoned the ideas of the Brezhnev Doctrine, the United States and the West had not 

understood this fully, and this discussion with Thatcher allowed Gorbachev to more 

completely grasp the position of the other side.  
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The April Meetings: “Professor” Shultz Arrives in Moscow with a New Message 

 Clearly after Reykjavik, tensions existed between the United States and Soviet 

Union. But Gorbachev never lost sight of the “spirit of Reykjavik,” and this “willingness 

to do business” allowed the relationship to move forward. Even with the frustrations of 

Reykjavik, both Gorbachev and Reagan seemed to have a clearer grasp and 

understanding of the other, and Gorbachev’s decision to untie the package had certainly 

proven to the Reagan administration that Gorbachev was serious about an INF 

agreement. According to Shultz, after Iran Contra, the Reagan administration needed to 

move forward with some positive initiatives, and Gorbachev presented them with an 

excellent opportunity to move on INF.560  

 Shultz’s April visit to Moscow clearly showed the progress in the relationship and 

the recognition by some on the US side, finally, that Gorbachev was trying to change the 

Soviet Union. US policymakers even began to believe that they might help Soviet 

domestic reforms along in some way. Shultz and newly appointed ambassador to the 

Soviet Union Jack Matlock recognized the significance that an INF agreement would 

have for both the United States and Soviet Union. During this mid-April visit, Shultz met 

first with Shevardnadze. The following morning he had a three-hour meeting to discuss 

economics with Nikolai Ryzhkov, premier of the Soviet Union, who was in charge of 

economic reforms. Later in the afternoon, Shultz finally met with Gorbachev. While the 

main purpose of Shultz’s visit was to work out the terms for the INF Treaty and a date for 

its signing in Washington, the economic discussions during this trip were significant. 
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Shultz, who holds a doctorate from MIT in industrial economics, was in an unusual 

position as secretary of state to provide economic insights for the Soviet leadership.  

 On Monday, April 13, Shultz met with Shevardnadze in the morning and again 

later in the evening. During the evening meeting Shultz discussed the connection between 

human rights and freedom in the Soviet Union and the prospects of real reform in Russia. 

Shultz argued that for the economic situation to improve, the Soviet system needed to 

find ways to “stimulate the creativity and drive of individuals. In the information age, 

success will come to societies that are open and decentralized and provide lots of room 

for individual initiative. Countries throughout the world are seeing this truth.”561 Shultz 

warned the Soviets that failing to “adapt to the information age” and lagging behind in 

technology could only hinder Soviet reforms and growth. He told Shevardnadze, “Your 

interests and ours will not be served if the future is marked by growing economic 

asymmetry between East and West. But that will happen if the Soviet Union does not 

become a full participant in the information revolution. Such a Soviet failure will 

heighten tension, suspicion, and insecurity. Neither of us want that.”562 

 Shultz argued that the mechanisms the Soviet Union used to control information 

and the centralized economic planning provided no room for innovation or for “human 

potential” to shine through. The “restraints” of the system hindered its growth and 

development, and for the Soviet system to survive and for the economy to begin thriving, 

changes in freedom and human rights, he argued, were essential. In an almost pleading 

tone, Shultz closed by stating, “We do not view Soviet change on human rights issues as 

a concession to the United States.… I say to you with deep conviction that a change in 
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the relationship between the state and individual, giving individuals more freedom and 

more rights under a rule of law, including the right to emigrate, is very much in the 

interest of the Soviet Union.”563 

 One must wonder how the Soviet minister of foreign affairs reacted to such 

pontification by the US secretary of state. During all US-Soviet meetings, the Soviets 

declared that human rights issues were internal matters for the government to deal with 

and that the United States should not interfere. But this time was different. This was a 

private conversation between these two men, and Shevardnadze had to recognize the 

reality and sincerity in Shultz’s comments. Shultz had connected human rights and the 

lack of individual freedoms to the larger problems the Soviets were facing. Shultz wrote 

that at the end of the meeting Shevardnadze made no rebuttal but thanked the secretary of 

state and said the note takers had recorded all his comments. In 1989, shortly after Shultz 

left office, he and Shevardnadze had dinner in New York, and Shultz asked him about 

this meeting. Shevardnadze replied, “I went over the notes carefully with Gorbachev and 

others in the leadership. What you said had a profound impact.”564  

 Shultz’s warnings to Shevardnadze parallel Chernyaev’s internal comments on 

how to address the inherent contradiction of reforming the Soviet system and moving the 

country forward economically and technologically while keeping communism intact. It is 

clear in hindsight that everything Shultz mentioned was largely in line with many of the 

goals of Gorbachev and the new thinkers—to make the system function more effectively 

and to provide more opportunities and better living standards for the Soviet people. The 

connection between domestic political reform and new ideas in foreign policy is evident 
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from Gorbachev’s speech at the January 1987 plenum. While the focus of this 

dissertation is arms control and foreign policy decision making of Gorbachev and the 

Soviet leadership, Shultz’s commentary shows the innate connection between foreign 

policy and “radical reforms” to move the Soviet Union into the information age and the 

impact this had on US-Soviet relations.  

 Perhaps Shultz’s meeting with Premier Nikolai Ryzhkov was most telling, as 

Shultz recalled, “I received my first extensive exposure to [the] Soviet recognition at a 

high level that their command-and-control system was not working.” Ryzhkov described 

to Shultz the Soviet economy: “I couldn’t believe what I found here. They were trying to 

plan every detail or our huge economy.” Ryzhkov “knew the old system was falling 

apart,” and Shultz “recognized that they clearly did not know what to do.… I left 

impressed that he saw how immense his problems were but dismayed that he had no clear 

vision of what to do next.… I hoped he realized that he had to change the system, not 

better manage it.”565 During a later meeting, Shultz privately commented to Gorbachev 

that his discussion with Ryzhkov on the economics was one of the “most interesting” 

conversations he had ever had with a member of the Soviet leadership.566 

 In his memoirs, Shultz claims that Reagan had approved the presentation on the 

“information revolution” to Gorbachev. During a break between their formal arms control 

sessions, Shultz used graphs and pie charts to explain projected economic growth and the 

development of a “global economy” to the general secretary. Because of growing markets 

and trade and the diversity of resources among smaller countries, economic growth 
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would eventually depend more on science and technology,and less on hard industry. All 

this, he argued, was “hitched to an incentive-based, market-oriented economic 

system.”567 The military and financial markets had already been transformed by these 

realities, and the world economy would only become more and more connected. This 

information revolution was promoting shared knowledge among scientists who needed to 

“be in constant touch with the ‘thinking community’ around the world,” and this 

inherently lessened government’s ability to control scientific research and development. 

Shultz surmised: 

The key is going to be knowledge-based productivity, even in defense.… The old 
categories no longer hold true. In our GNP accounts, we have classifications that 
distinguish between capital and labor.… But that dichotomy is becoming obsolete 
because we have entered a world in which the truly important capital is human 
capital, what people know, how freely they exchange information and knowledge, 
and the intellectually creative product that emerges. 568 

  
According to Shultz, Gorbachev “listened carefully,” remaining “engaged and 

interested,” throughout the presentation, telling Shultz that they should “have more of this 

kind of talk.” 

 Shultz’s goal was to impress upon Gorbachev and Shevardnadze the importance 

of the information revolution and the progressive interconnectedness of the world 

economy and markets. James Mann calls this “Shultz’s Pitch”: the secretary of state 

never used the word “globalization,” a term still in infancy at this time, even though this 

was exactly what Shultz was trying to convey to the Soviet leadership. According to 

Mann, Shultz managed to do this in a very tactful way and in essence did seem to be 

telling the Soviet leadership what they should do; instead, Shultz gave them a realistic 

assessment of the situation. The main “message was that if the Soviets didn’t jump into 
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the global marketplace fairly quickly, they would never catch up.”569 The presentation 

was “phrased in terms of inevitable economic trends” but did have one main 

shortcoming, in Mann’s assessment: “Shultz was suggesting that Gorbachev reinvigorate 

the Soviet Union by integrating it into the international economy, but after seventy years 

of central planning, the Soviet Union was in no position to do so.”570  

 Gorbachev recognized the precarious condition of the Soviet economy, as 

economic problems and reform were a foremost concern during his first two years as 

general secretary.571 He often commented on the lack of technological advancement in 

the Soviet Union and the desire for more computers and enhanced technologies and 

pushed for ways to develop more quickly in these areas. Gorbachev understood the 

Soviet Union needed to catch up to the West and figure out a way to achieve 

technological parity soon or else the Soviet Union’s economic problems would spiral 

further out of control.  

 The substantive discussions between Shultz and Gorbachev during Shultz’s April 

1987 trip to Moscow concerned the details for an INF Treaty, verification of INF 

reductions, and how to deal with short-range INF forces (SRINF). START, ABM, and 

space-strike weapons were also on the table. The formulas proposed at Reykjavik were 

now in play, since Gorbachev made the decision to delink INF from the Soviet arms 
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control package. These were the first formal meetings between Shultz and Gorbachev and 

between Shultz and Shevardnadze since the decoupling announcement. Both sides 

recognized that important discrepancies in positions remained and needed resolution. 

Shultz came to Moscow with every intention of making progress to finalize a treaty. He 

and Shevardnadze, along with their small teams of advisors, worked closely over the 

three days to make the INF treaty a reality.  

 After the working group and initial Shultz-Shevardnadze meetings, the two met 

with Gorbachev to report on their progress. At the start of the meeting, verification was 

discussed in some detail. This was a major obstacle in past negotiations, because Soviet 

military leaders did not want invasive verification measures. Gorbachev’s agreement to 

the rigid verification and inspection regime in the proposed INF agreement demonstrated 

two things. First, this level of verification showed that Gorbachev had been able to use 

the political power he gained within the Politburo to persuade the military leadership of 

the necessity of strict verifications. While Akhromeyev was a proponent of arms control 

and equitable cuts, some of his generals were less understanding and were radically 

displeased with unilateral Soviet cuts in INF and the verification regime. But, by April 

1987, Gorbachev was able to overcome this and could present a strict verification regime 

to the Americans. Second, Gorbachev needed to address the severe weaknesses of Soviet 

military without overspending and without looking weak. 

 In the Moscow meetings with Shultz, Gorbachev took a different line and agreed 

to more rigorous inspection of Soviet sites than ever before, and he stated, “There should 

not be any obstacles for verification. There should be guaranteed access for inspections” 
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on any and all types of sites.572 The general secretary included private sector sites as well 

as military installations within these groups. Early in the meeting, Shultz said: 

We presented a draft of the treaty, which contains detailed proposals on 
verification. You, for your part, informed us that you agree with all the principles 
of verification proposed by us, and maybe even wish to go further. The key here, 
of course, is to agree on concrete details, therefore we are waiting for a detailed 
response to our proposals. We believe that the INF treaty should become a 
model for the future in terms of verification.  
 
We hope that subsequently it will lead to agreements on strategic weapons, which, 
as you said in your speech on Friday,573 represent the core problem. By the way, 
from the perspective of verification, there are very strong arguments in favor of a 
complete zero version on INF. It would be substantially better, from the point of 
view of trust, to have the ability to verify the end result. We hope that you will 
still consider arguments in favor of global zero.574 

 
A few items in this statement are worth noting. First, Shultz recognized that Gorbachev 

had proposed more open inspections and verification than ever before; some proposals 

went so far that the secretary of state was uncertain if US military leaders and defense 

contractors would be willing to accept them.  

 Second, Shultz was hopeful that whatever verification measures they worked out 

with INF could then be used as a model for START, chemical weapons, and weapons 

testing verification. He believed that, if they worked out the fundamental problems with 

verification on INF, this could serve them well and segue into other areas of arms control. 

Shultz clearly made the connection here between progress on INF and progress on 

START. Both sides at this juncture were fairly sure that INF could be concluded within a 

few months, but START was still presenting problems. And as Gorbachev had stated, 

START was a “core problem.”  
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 Lastly, the issue of a finite ceiling of one hundred INF missiles to be retained by 

each side in certain non-European territories, as opposed to the “global zero” option, was 

discussed in their afternoon session. Gorbachev asked Shultz if the United States would 

still agree to the position presented at Reykjavik, elimination of all INF forces in Europe, 

and the reciprocal one-hundred-missile cap “globally,” with each side determining the 

appropriate bases for the remaining forces (the Asian territory of the USSR and on US 

soil, respectively). Shultz countered that the United States wanted a “global zero,” but the 

United States was prepared to compromise and accept zero in Europe and the one-

hundred-missile cap globally.575  

 Short-range INF forces and operational-tactical systems were discussed next. 

Gorbachev explained: 

Regarding the related issue of the shorter-range missiles. We are willing to start 
and hold negotiations on such missiles simultaneously with negotiations on the 
INF. If you think that an agreement on the INF would be achieved before an 
agreement on operational-tactical missiles, then it could include the principles 
governing shorter-range missiles. In that case, we would withdraw and eliminate a 
part of those missiles in the context of the INF agreement. Simultaneously, we 
would conduct negotiations on the remaining missiles. And besides, we are in 
favor of their elimination, and such a decision would remove all our questions 
about equality, global basis and ceilings, i.e., it would satisfy your principles. We 
could resolve the question of Asia in the same way we resolved the INF question. 
 
Shultz: What do you have in mind? 
 
Gorbachev: We would have an equal level for both the USSR and the USA 
outside of Europe, or a zero level. In other words, we are in favor of a global 
decision. 
 
Shultz: We think that it does not make any sense to discuss geographical location 
in connection with these missiles at all because they are highly mobile. 
 
Gorbachev: In any case, we are in favor of a global zero level. 
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Shultz: I think we have a basis for a possible agreement. First of all, the issue of 
the shorter-range weapons would be represented in the treaty on intermediate-
range missiles. I think it is clear to us which weapons we are talking about. 
 
Gorbachev: As we understand it, about the SS-23 missiles and other missiles of 
this class.576 

 
Shultz and Gorbachev were moving closer toward an agreement. Shultz’s main problem 

with the shorter-range, tactical missiles was that the Soviet Union had greater numbers of 

these weapons, while the United States had very few in Europe. The United States, Shultz 

argued, had a right to match the Soviet numbers. The Soviets had some weapons in East 

Germany and Czechoslovakia that fit this category, but Gorbachev stressed that the 

Soviets planned to remove them. Gorbachev proposed that they agree, as with the longer-

range INF, to zero tactical weapons in Europe and one hundred globally. Shultz argued 

again that geographic basing was unimportant because of their mobility; if they could be 

easily moved this defeated the purpose of reductions. 

 Shultz commented that NATO would need to be consulted on this issue. This 

seemed to aggravate Gorbachev who did not understand why Shultz would not accept the 

Soviet offer for a “unilateral Soviet elimination of operational short-range missiles.” He 

asked if the secretary was merely at the meeting to “gather intelligence” and see how far 

the Soviet side was actually willing to go.577  

 Gorbachev concluded this part of the meeting by saying, “You obviously are 

defending the position you came here with and which you formulated before we proposed 

elimination of all shorter-range missiles, not only those deployed in the GDR and 

Czechoslovakia, but all the rest of them. You did not know when you were formulating 

your position that we would agree not just to freeze but to conduct negotiations and 
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eliminate the shorter-range missiles within a short time period.”578 The two sides 

tentatively agreed that the ultimate goal for short-range INF was global zero, but in the 

meantime, both sides would be allowed equitable levels of the missiles. During an agreed 

time frame, reductions would occur. The details could be worked out in Geneva and 

hopefully included in the INF treaty. 

 In the context of discussing SRINF, Gorbachev made an bold, unexpected, and 

unprecedented move: the SS-23/OKA579 decision. During this meeting with Shultz, 

Gorbachev decided to give up this entire class of Soviet weapons, without the backing of 

Akhromeyev and the military leadership, when he added the OKA missiles to the INF 

discussion. This decision was contentious and caused a rift between Akhromeyev and 

Gorbachev, because Marshal Akhromeyev specifically spoke with the general secretary 

about not including SRINF weapons in the treaty. A March 15, 1987, arms control 

working group document, signed by Akhromeyev, specifically discussed keeping SRINF 

and operational-tactical missiles in separate negotiations to take place outside of the 

scope of the INF treaty.580 Gorbachev saw this small class of missiles as an obstacle to 

signing an INF agreement, so he personally decided to add the OKA class of missiles to 

the broader INF treaty negotiations. Gorbachev’s concession increased tensions between 
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the military and foreign ministry and left most of the military leadership furious with 

Gorbachev.581  

 In the next session, Gorbachev and Shultz moved on to discuss strategic weapons. 

Gorbachev proposed the Reykjavik formula: a 50-percent cut in strategic forces, meaning 

each side would retain 1,600 launchers and 6,000 warheads. Sublevels on certain types of 

weapons caused some debate, as always seemed to be the case. This led into a discussion 

on strategic parity and whether it existed with current levels of weapons.  

 Shultz expressed his belief that the Soviets had modernized their forces and held 

higher numbers in ICBMs. Gorbachev countered that Soviets were worried by the 

accuracy and mobility of US SLBMs. His point was that both sides had concerns. 

Although the systems were different in their makeup, Gorbachev contended that 

we do have a common understanding that strategic parity exists between us. 
Therefore, if today strategic parity is ensured within the framework of the existing 
structure and quantity of offensive strategic weapons, then we will preserve the 
balance when we reduce them by 50 percent, but at a level twice as low. Isn’t that 
so? And that way we would avoid all of these calculations, confusion, mutual 
suspicions and accusations of bad intentions, which emerge when we start talking 
about sub-levels. It seems to me that we found a simple and clear mechanism for 
resolving this issue in Reykjavik, and I thought that you agreed with it, you 
personally, Mr. Secretary of State. That is why I am so surprised today.582 

 
Shultz’s hesitation on overall 50-percent reductions, arguing for sublevels on certain 

weapons, frustrated Gorbachev. To him a flat 50-percent reduction seemed reasonable 

and would benefit each side.  

 They moved on to discuss defense and space, laboratory testing and SDI. 

Gorbachev claimed he was trying to “untie the knot by considering laboratory work to 

                                                 
581 David E. Hoffman, The Dead Hand: The Untold Story of the Cold War Arms Race and Its Dangerous 
Legacy (New York: Doubleday, 2009), 283–85. 
582 “Memorandum of Conversation between Gorbachev and Shultz,” April 14, 1987. 



 318 

cover ground-based research in various scientific institutions and research centers 

‘conducted without launching an object into outer space.’”583 He stated:  

In Reykjavik I said that if the U.S. Administration was so attached to SDI, then we 
could give our agreement to the continuation of laboratory research, and then you 
could say that SDI was preserved as a research program. We thought through this 
issue once again. We thought about what could be done to untie this knot that had 
been tied by the administration. We can talk about it with you. We thought 
through the issue of what would constitute laboratory research that would not 
contradict the ABM Treaty, what would “laboratory” mean in that context. We are 
explaining to you now for the first time what laboratory research would mean. We 
believe that it should mean research in laboratories on the ground, in research 
institutes, at production plants, at testing grounds and fields. Maybe we could look 
for compromise on the basis of such an approach.584  

 
With this issue of laboratories, Gorbachev was trying to be somewhat more flexible in 

regard to SDI in order to achieve the strategic weapons reductions that he desired. This 

was another concession he was making—taking this a step farther than he had with 

Reagan at Reykjavik. Shultz did not say much regarding SDI or the laboratory issues, 

except to counter that there was “nothing about a laboratory in the ABM Treaty.”585 

 Except for movement on INF and discussions of SRINF and this new idea that the 

two sides could work on determining what laboratory testing entailed, the talks on 

strategic weapons did not provide new insights or positions on either side. Gorbachev 

wanted concrete results; he kept making concessions and moving more and more to 

accommodate US positions without seeing any tangible results. INF was progressing but 

was still not there. This was evident in the Politburo discussions regarding his meeting 

with Shultz. 

 In his April 16, 1987, report, Gorbachev expounded on several important themes. 

First, he addressed what he saw as the connection between the administration and the 
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military-industrial complex in the United States, believing that it was difficult for Reagan 

to make actual cuts because he was “controlled” in some way by this force.586 Gorbachev 

discussed this on several occasions but failed to understand that, while the military-

industrial complex in the United States was an important and influential part of the US 

economy, it did not have power and sway over Reagan or other members of the 

administration, especially compared to the influence of the military-industrial complex in 

the Soviet Union. He thought Reagan was stalling and delaying concrete reductions 

because of the influence of these economic powerhouses on the US economy. Ultimately, 

Gorbachev got this all wrong. Reagan did want to reach agreements and was not hindered 

by any kind of special relationship to the military-industrial complex or to weapons 

designers in the United States.  

 Gorbachev only brought up the economic discussions he had with Shultz in a 

limited way, stating that the “world is interconnected, interdependent” and that the broad 

interests of other countries must be considered during negotiations. But he expressed his 

belief that Shultz was a “special figure” who understood that “policy begins—from 

dirt.”587 The broader conversation Gorbachev and Shultz had on economics and 

“globalization” had impressed Gorbachev, and he seemed to appreciate Shultz as an 

intellectual and not simply a bureaucrat. But this did not diminish his frustration over 

specific issues on weapons that he and Shultz could not resolve.  

 Shultz’s inability to make final decisions led Gorbachev to say that Shultz was 

“walking around hot porridge and cannot make a decision about anything.” The general 

secretary was prepared for more concrete steps toward an INF agreement, but SRINF and 
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START issues plagued their discussions and stymied progress. Gorbachev did not 

understand, with his willingness to give up short-range missiles, why Shultz would 

simply not make an agreement on the spot. Shultz’s suggestion that the United States 

wanted to match the Soviets before equitable reductions could begin was 

incomprehensible to Gorbachev. Gorbachev declared that while the “conversation was 

good, but essentially empty—we did not move anywhere.”588 

 Shevardnadze expanded on Gorbachev’s comments, complaining that the 

“cajoling” of the US administration would have to stop. After all, the Soviets had made 

numerous concessions and good offers were on the table. The US side needed to stop 

stalling and work toward INF. He agreed with Gorbachev’s overall assessment that the 

prospects for INF were good and that solutions could be found to the remaining issues. 

Negotiations on operational-tactical missiles were problematic, as the Soviets wanted 

them to continue after INF was negotiated without any direct correlation. The Americans 

wanted them to be coordinated in Geneva with the INF talks “but in a separate group.” 

Shevardnadze again argued that the Soviets needed to keep the initiative and keep 

pushing the United States.589 

 Pavel Palazchenko, who served as interpreter for Gorbachev and Shevardnadze 

while also working in the foreign ministry, observed some of the difficulties during the 

talks. He writes that on many issues the US position “seemed to amount to a continuing 

escalation of demands, many of them not unreasonable, but with little understanding that 

Gorbachev’s and Shevardnadze’s freedom to maneuver was limited and that opening 

them to criticism by conservatives at home was a dangerous tactic. I still wonder how 
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much George Shultz understood it.”590 In other words, Gorbachev and Shevardnadze 

were in a precarious position, attempting to balance the demands of a military 

establishment that was used to getting its way and the need for reform through instilling a 

new way of thinking and mode of operating throughout the Soviet leadership. 

Palazchenko claimed that tension between the foreign ministry and the military regarding 

arms control was palpable: 

Although Gorbachev and Shevardnadze were making every effort to make the 
military-industrial community a part of the arms control process so that they could 
feel comfortable with the decisions made there, they had only limited success. It 
was clear—one sometimes saw it in their eyes—that although people like Marshal 
Akhromeyev eventually agreed to the solutions worked out in the talks, in which 
the military were well represented, they hated the outcome that was emerging. I 
often ask myself why. Then and later, I read some analytical papers prepared by 
various American institutions that sought to explain our military’s position by 
citing profound strategic or military-technical considerations. But I believe it was 
something much simpler: the inertia of the old approach and the habit of 
countering any apparent military problem by building more and bigger 
weapons.591 

 
Assessing his achievements in hindsight, the fact that Gorbachev was able to maneuver 

the military as far as he did on arms control is astounding. It demonstrates how well he 

was able to manipulate and use his political capital to make progress in the areas he 

viewed as most vital to support his reform efforts and push his country in a new direction. 

The OKA concession is one example of this, although that decision would plague 

Gorbachev throughout 1987.  

While Palazchenko admits the talks were “quite difficult” with Shultz, he saw a 

growing personal rapport between the leaders and recognized that Shultz made a “visible 
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effort to preserve and strengthen a warm personal relationship with Gorbachev and 

Shevardnadze.”592 

Gorbachev recollected that this meeting was a “milestone” because they not only did they 

discuss arms control but for the first time they “touched on the philosophical aspects of 

the new policy, on the roles and responsibilities of our countries.”593 Gorbachev came to 

view Shultz during and after this meeting as a “serious man of sound political 

judgment—as a statesman, an intellectual, a creative and at the same time a far-seeing 

person.” At this meeting, it became clear to Gorbachev that Shultz wanted to promote a 

continued dialogue and increased cooperation with the Soviet Union. In Gorbachev’s 

eyes. Shultz seemed “inclined” to move toward “removing all the residue from our 

relations.” Gorbachev also believed that economic relations with the United States 

needed to be developed, and even though this wasn’t discussed in this meeting, it seems 

like Shultz’s economic presentation had at least some impact on Gorbachev.  

 

Changing Intentions: Shifting the Soviet Military Doctrine 

 Gorbachev was not only seeking a rational approach in arms control; he 

recognized the need for changes in the long-held Soviet military doctrine and the Warsaw 

Pact alliance. Implementing changes to the military doctrine was a difficult process met 

with resistance from hardliners in the military leadership. Coupled with progress on INF 

and positive talks with Shultz, Gorbachev worked to promote greater understanding and 

cooperation in Soviet relations with the United States and the West throughout 1987. A 

large part of this task was to diminish the idea of the Soviet Union as a “threat” as 
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discussed by Thatcher. The first concrete policies to emerge from this was the drastic 

change in the Soviet military doctrine regarding the Warsaw Pact, which was discussed at 

the Warsaw Pact meeting in East Berlin in late May.  

 The new doctrine, announced in a public declaration, shifted to a “strictly 

defensive” posture, pledging that the Warsaw Pact members were “subordinated to the 

task of preventing war, nuclear and conventional.” The declaration included four main 

points: 1. “Warsaw Treaty states will never, under any circumstances, start hostilities 

against any country or any alliance of countries unless they become a target of a military 

attack themselves.” 2. “They will never be the first to use nuclear weapons.” 3. “They 

have no territorial claims to any state either in Europe or outside it.” 4. “They do not view 

any state as their enemy.”594 

 The enormous impact of this shift in Soviet military and strategic thinking cannot 

be overstated. As scholar Don Oberdorfer observes, Andrei Grechko, Soviet defense 

minister under Brezhnev in the early 1970s, stated that “military doctrine is a system of 

scientifically founded and officially endorsed views on the questions of the preparation 

and the victorious waging of war in defense of the interests of the Soviet Union and the 

countries of the social commonwealth.”595 This was dramatically different from the four 

points announced in late May 1987. The United States and NATO allies were concerned 

about aggressive Soviet behavior on the world stage, whether in Hungary in 1956, Prague 

1968, or most recently Afghanistan in 1979. As Thatcher had rightly pointed out to 
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Gorbachev this was the impression the West had of the Soviet Union, but Gorbachev had 

no intention of ever starting a war, encroaching on the territories of other states, or 

engaging in any type of aggressive behavior. This was evident in numerous comments 

Gorbachev made during Politburo meetings throughout this time period. He had to get 

this policy in place and move the military apparatus in this new direction, while also 

convincing Western leaders of his intentions. It took him several years and numerous 

meetings with West European and American officials and leaders before this image of a 

Soviet Union with non-aggressive intentions was realized. This new Soviet and Warsaw 

Pact military doctrine, coupled with the potential progress Gorbachev and Reagan had 

made toward an INF agreement, began to resonate with the West.  

 Another stunning incident helped Gorbachev purge the military leadership and 

move the Soviet military to a defensive posture. During the May 28, 1987, Warsaw Pact 

meeting in East Berlin, where Gorbachev was presenting changes to the Soviet military 

doctrine to reduce conventional forces to a level of “reasonable sufficiency,” Mathias 

Rust, a young West German, landed a small, single-engine Cessna behind St. Basil’s 

Cathedral and taxied into Red Square. Ironically, May 28 was the Soviet holiday 

celebrating border guards, and Rust’s flight bested the Soviet military and air defenses, 

with a landing in the middle of Moscow after flying over Soviet territory for several 

hours. Although the radar and anti-aircraft warning systems did pick up Rust’s plane and 

fighter jets were scrambled to intercept him, the inability of the operators to make 

decisions and follow protocol was astonishing and demonstrated to Gorbachev and others 

in the Soviet leadership that drastic changes were needed.596  
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 Defense Minister Sergei Sokolov was with Gorbachev in East Berlin at the 

Warsaw Pact meeting when the news about Rust’s landing was reported. The Soviet 

delegation quickly boarded flights back to Moscow to deal with this shocking spectacle. 

After two tense Politburo meetings597 and inexplicable descriptions of how the operators 

had intercepted the plane but then eventually lost it on radar, Sokolov was forced out and 

replaced by Dmitri Yazov. Gorbachev used this opportunity, which some eventually 

termed the “Rust Massacre,” to purge the military leadership and install more like-

minded reformist into important positions.  

 Chernyaev recounted his reactions to this event in a memo to Gorbachev: “I 

cannot get over the bitterness and shame I feel about the German plane in Red Square. A 

great military power was reduced to a joke in the space of a minute.” This incident 

clearly demonstrated, in Chernyaev’s view, the “broader carelessness and lack of 

responsibility” in the Soviet military, which was “something endemic that reflects a much 

more serious illness in the armed forces.” He argued that massive military reform seemed 

necessary and that universal conscription should be abolished because it prevented 

talented men from pursuing other areas of study: “We need a professional army. We need 

quality, not quantity.” The incident “devalued… our entire military structure.” 598  

 In a phone conversation with Chernyaev after the Politburo meeting on May 29, 

Gorbachev griped that the entire government should have resigned because they had all 

“discredited the country, humiliated our people.” Gorbachev expressed his belief that the 

removal of Sokolov and the military personnel responsible for this massive lapse would 
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finally prove to the West “where the power lies. It is in the hands of the political 

leadership, the Politburo. This will put an end to the gossip about the military’s 

opposition to Gorbachev, that he’s afraid of them, and they’re ousting him.”599  

 Rust’s flight, intended as a peace mission to push for nuclear arms reductions, 

allowed Gorbachev to gain greater control over the military sector of the Soviet Union. 

The changes at the high level of the Defense Ministry broke down the last remaining 

barriers for Gorbachev in moving toward INF and START treaties with the United States, 

as well as implementing greater conventional force reductions and a more practical, 

rational military strategy.  

 Akhromeyev addressed the changes in the military doctrine and the new approach 

of Gorbachev in an 1990 interview. Scholar Don Oberdorfer asked Akhromeyev to 

discuss the new doctrine that emerged and how it developed, since “it was such a big 

change from the past.”600 Marshal Akhromeyev mused, “I must say that we had these 

thoughts for quite a long time, both the military, the diplomats and politicians. We could 

realize them in practice with the coming of Mikhail Gorbachev.” The dramatic change in 

Soviet military doctrine certainly allowed for new solutions in the area of arms control 

and nuclear weapons reductions, as well as conventional force reductions, weapons 

testing, chemical weapons, and verification. Akhromeyev stressed that it was only with 

Gorbachev and the new political thinking, that the deadlock in arms control was broken 

and the confrontational stance between the United States and Soviet Union, and between 
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NATO and the Warsaw Pact was, at least for a time, changed into limited cooperation 

and consensus. 

 Akhromeyev stressed that the question for the leadership “was how can we ensure 

security in the new conditions of the new policy. To me, as a military man, I understood 

that the world became a hostage of nuclear threat.” The lack of communication and direct 

contact between the military and political leaders of the United States and Soviet Union 

in the late 1970s and early 1980s was troublesome for him. Even though the lower-level 

delegations were meeting, to Akhromeyev, “This was a blind alley and we had to find a 

way out of it. And nuclear arms continued to pile up.” Confrontation needed to shift from 

the “foreground to the background” of relations with the West. With Gorbachev, as 

Akhromeyev has asserted, this was finally a reality.  

 Akhromeyev recounted that for years his own thinking had been similar to 

Gorbachev’s, but implementing sweeping changes and reform was difficult to implement: 

And for me personally to rethink all these things and to view the situation from a 
different angle was very painful. I was brought up—I began to think in a different 
manner and most of my life I’ve thought in a different manner. And these global 
values were and always in the foreground. And when we understood that universal 
human values were the main thing, our policy started to change. And it was quite 
evident that these global problems, ecological problems of limiting arms, of 
getting rid of the nuclear war threat, could not be solved between the two military 
alliances…  
 
We should do away with the confrontation between our two countries and reach 
an agreement with the United States.601  

 

While still a military man and with the utmost intention of keeping Soviet security intact, 

Akhromeyev did acknowledge that certain changes were necessary to reduce the nuclear 

threat and the level of confrontation that existed between the Soviet Union and the West. 
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He was a vital participant in arms control with Gorbachev. While they did not always see 

eye to eye and agree on every issue, without a chief of the general staff at least somewhat 

willing to accept new ideas about how reform and modernization was beneficial for 

Soviet security, it seems unlikely that Gorbachev’s arms control efforts would have 

progressed so strongly.  

 
Moving Toward a Global Zero 

 By July, the Politburo decided that a global zero on INF would best serve the 

interests of the Soviet Union, meaning the one-hundred-missile ceiling cap would be 

eliminated and an entire class of nuclear weapons destroyed. Gorbachev was pushing for 

a global zero on SRINF, or the “double zero” option that he and Shultz had discussed in 

detail in April. On July 9, the Politburo reasoned that the global zeros would provide the 

Soviets with improved relations with China and Japan and would be a “huge political 

victory.”602 The zero option afforded another gain. According to Palazchenko, going to 

the global zero on INF solved many of the problems that kept emerging in Geneva over 

the details of verification. Dropping this “final hundred” stopped the arguments over 

“monitoring their production and deployment,” on both sides.603 Gorbachev publicly 

announced his intention to accept the global zero on INF on July 22.  

 The second zero on SRINF was still in the works. One major problem for the 

Soviets at this stage was Pershing Ia missiles in West Germany. While the missiles were 

West German, the warheads were American; so the Soviets wanted the missiles included 

in the counts on SRINF. The Americans argued that technically the missiles were not 

under their control, much like the longer-range British and French missiles that were 
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discussed at Reykjavik.604 This issue hampered the negotiations during the summer, until 

West German Chancellor Helmut Kohl finally stepped in and agreed to dismantle these 

West German missiles once the INF Treaty was formally signed. This allowed for the 

double global zero option and was a great relief for both sides. As Palazchenko points 

out, because of the “still-sensitive nature of anything associated with Germany,” Kohl 

made a “courageous step” with this decision605 and took away one of the last obstacles in 

the path to the INF Treaty.  

 Shevardnadze met with Shultz in Washington for three days in September to work 

out specific details of the INF Treaty and to discuss START and regional problems. As 

Shultz wrote in his memoir, Shevardnadze had “come to work.” During this visit 

Shevardnadze delivered a letter to Reagan from Gorbachev, with a promising tone. The 

letter pushed for a greater spirit of cooperation in all areas and for dispelling remaining 

issues that were holding up INF. Shevardnadze pointed out that the Soviets made 

numerous concessions to advance the arms control agenda and expressed his hope that 

Reagan and the US leaders would recognize the Soviet positions and take this into 

account.606 After several days of meetings, which Shultz described as “fruitful and 

diligent,” Shevardnadze and Shultz met with President Reagan to discuss their progress 

on INF and working toward a date for the Washington Summit. In a joint statement, the 

two sides announced an “agreement in principle to conclude a treaty,” adding that the 
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exact dates for the Washington Summit would be set during Shultz’s October trip to 

Moscow. 607  

 Shultz’s October trip to Moscow has to be one of the more memorable for a few 

reasons. First, Shultz had been on a trip to the Middle East, so to regroup the US 

delegation first met in Helsinki. While preparing to fly to Moscow, the delegation learned 

that the airport and even the entire Moscow area was completely fogged in. The Russians 

and the Finns quickly scrambled to work out alternate transportation for the Americans to 

Moscow via rail. As Shultz describes the ride, “at 10:00p.m., we halted at the Finnish 

border town of Vainikkala. A Soviet locomotive with a big red star on the boiler came 

out of the darkness and hooked us up. The scene might have come right out of Dr. 

Zhivago.” After crossing the border into the Soviet Union, “we halted again. There was a 

small nineteenth-century-looking train station painted in a bland yellow that seemed 

intended to brighten the gloom of official structures.” After passing inspections by the 

border guards, the train rolled on. General Ed Rowny, chief arms control negotiator in the 

administration who Shultz described as “unusually grumpy and lugubrious, pulled out his 

harmonica and played ‘Siberian Sleighride’ and then explained to the amazed reporters 

that he had started out playing with the Larry Alder’s Harmonica Rascals in 

vaudeville.”608 When they finally arrived in Moscow, the “festive air of the improvised 

train ride was matched by the reception we received at the Moscow train station.” Shultz 

was pleased that his meetings with Shevardnadze and Gorbachev had not been delayed, 

as “summit fever was raging” in the United States. Shultz needed to secure a date for 

Gorbachev’s visit to Washington.  
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 After productive preparatory meetings with Shevardnadze and the Soviet team, 

Shultz and the US delegation went to meet Gorbachev in the Kremlin on the morning of 

October 23. Shultz was expecting to formally work out the details of INF with 

Gorbachev, set a date for his trip to Washington, and discuss START and other issues 

still under negotiation.  

The meeting started off cordially, with formal greetings and time for photos with 

the press corps. Gorbachev welcomed Shultz and Frank Carlucci, the national security 

advisor who would replace Caspar Weinberger as secretary of defense upon his 

retirement in November. Gorbachev spoke of the meetings between military leaders and 

their participation in the talks. During this visit to Moscow, Special Advisor to the 

President on Arms Control Issues Paul Nitze and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

Admiral William J. Crowe each met with Akhromeyev, and Frank Carlucci meeting with 

Soviet Defense Minister Dmitri Yazov.609 Gorbachev believed that this exchange 

demonstrated a “new stage” in relations. He said, “If we don’t intend to fight each other 

and, more than that, if we are going to disarm—then our militaries should also know each 

other and work together.”610 This statement encapsulates the more practical approach to 

relations with the United States regarding arms control and military matters that 

Gorbachev had been striving for since he came to power. He had no desire to go to war, 

and for disarmament, both both militaries needed to cooperate in a more sound way to 

better understand the intentions and the physical capabilities and systems on their 

respective sides. Shultz agreed and stated that he hoped these exchanges could continue, 
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as he believed further cooperation and understanding between the military leadership was 

beneficial.  

 Shultz summarized the details of arms control negotiations in the working group 

in a lengthy presentation. They “clarified a number of issues on INF and SRINF”; 

however, he urged that, since all the necessary principals were present, the remaining 

outstanding issues should not be delayed or handed down for further talks in Geneva. 

Instead, Shultz hoped they could be worked out today: “I was hoping to inform you that 

the main issues on INF and SRINF weapons have been resolved. Unfortunately, I cannot 

do that. However, I can say that all of these issues seem to be quite resolvable.”611 

 Shultz recognized that issues on strategic weapons needed to be addressed. The 

main goal of the United States, and the hope for Gorbachev’s visit, would allow them to 

cover more than merely INF in Washington. Shultz had hoped that during his trip to 

Moscow they could “establish a foundation for completing our work” in the area of 

strategic weapons.612 Shultz moved on to ABM and space, noting that the discussions in 

the working group were “not useless” because they identified the major issues that need 

further deliberation. The “details and specifics” of verification and inspection were now 

quite clear to both sides, and he hoped working out verification on INF would lead to an 

easier verification regime for START.  

 Gorbachev agreed, “I think Mr. Shultz put it right when he said that the most 

important issue is no longer intermediate- and shorter-range missiles, but the prospects 

for resolving the problem of strategic offensive weapons, and shifting negotiations to the 

plane of practical decisions.” Gorbachev agreed with Shultz and Shevardnadze’s 
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assessment that “the main issues should be decided here, and leave only technical issues 

for Geneva. We have the appropriate experience.” Gorbachev was pushing for more 

concrete agreement on START and hoped that on his visit to Washington concrete 

decisions on offensive reductions could be made.  

 But Gorbachev was frustrated, as was Shevardnadze, by what seemed to be the 

American inability to move toward a final agreement on START. Both sides, in principle, 

agreed to an overall 50-percent reduction of offensive weapons at Reykjavik, while 

certain stipulations over ABM, SDI, laboratory testing, and certain types of weapons 

clouded progress in this area. These problems had not been resolved. Gorbachev noted 

the numerous concessions he had offered and his willingness to take into account the 

interests of the US side: 

One also has to note that while we introduced positive elements, elements of 
flexibility, into our position, the American side continued to stand on its position 
of reinforced concrete. And it is precisely that position which impedes progress 
toward an agreement on this issue, which is not only central to Soviet-American 
relations, but is the most important issue for the entire world. How are we going to 
move ahead?613 

 
Gorbachev wanted to see progress on START. Shevardnadze continued by summarizing 

the previous discussions on the issue of ABM adherence and offensive reductions: 

I would like to summarize. The agreement on INF and SRINF does not look like 
a distant possibility any longer. Given mutual desires, I believe it is possible to 
complete all work on this treaty in, let’s say, three weeks’ time. As far as the key 
principles of strategic offensive weapons and the ABM are concerned, here some 
serious work is required. But now, regrettably, we do not have a serious basis for 
resolving the issue of a fifty-percent reduction in strategic offensive weapons 
under conditions of preserving the ABM Treaty. I think that our task is to prepare 
a serious, solid basis for resolving this problem for the summit.614 
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Shultz responded that he agreed serious work on strategic offensive reductions needed to 

take place.  

Gorbachev then launched into a long presentation of his stances and Soviet 

proposals on ABM and START, and this was when tensions began to mount. To 

summarize, Gorbachev proposed a new formula to help determine “limits on 

concentrations of warheads for each element of the triad.” This would account for 

differences in the makeup of US and Soviet strategic offensive forces. He wanted an 

agreement that the United States would not withdraw from ABM for a period of ten 

years, and during that period, forces would be reduced. His concession was to allow 

certain, well-defined types of laboratory testing of some components of a potential SDI 

system. He wanted these items on the agenda for the Washington Summit.  

 Shultz wanted to clarify, “Thus, as I understand it, you are proposing that we 

define a ten-year period of non-withdrawal from the ABM Treaty with strong compliance 

with the Treaty in the form in which it was developed.” 

Gorbachev: As it was before 1983. Then we did not have any differences. And 
besides, that was not just our point of view. That is the point of view of the U.S. 
Congress. And the Congress is, I am convinced, a very serious, very important 
body, which receives reports, including reports from departments in which Mr. 
Carlucci has worked, from the National Security Council, in which Mr. Matlock 
worked then, and other detailed information. At that time we shared the same 
position. 
 
Shultz: I would like to clarify—do you have in mind compliance with the Treaty 
in the form in which it was presented, for example, in the report of our Defense 
Department from March 1985? I mention this report because it was mentioned by 
your representatives at the negotiations. 
 
Gorbachev: In the form as this Treaty was understood and adhered to by both 
sides before 1983 [before SDI was announced].  
 
Shultz: I would not want to enter into any secondary arguments right now, 
because different opinions exist about what was adhered to and how, and what 
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they had in mind. In our country, some people believe, for example, that the 
Soviet Union insists on an even more narrow interpretation of the Treaty than the 
narrow interpretation itself. I named one document for a reference, which your 
representatives cited, in order to understand your point of view better. 
 
Gorbachev: I repeat: we are talking not only about that, but also about the fact that 
before 1983 the Treaty was interpreted and effectively enforced by both sides in 
the same way. If now this creates some difficulties for you, I told the President in 
Reykjavik that I am ready to help him out of the situation that was created as a 
result of the launching of the SDI program. Our proposal—to agree on what can 
and cannot be deployed in space under conditions of non-withdrawal from the 
ABM Treaty—allows [you] to conduct research within the SDI framework. In 
particular, the second version proposed by us presupposes defining concrete 
parameters for devices that are allowed to be deployed in space. With that, 
naturally, it is understood that there should be no weapons in space. 
 
But as far as the orders you have already placed with companies and research 
organizations, they can be carried out within the limits of these agreed-upon 
parameters. 
 
This proposal represents a compromise.615 

 
Gorbachev was reaching for some accord from Shultz on ABM, but Shultz was not in a 

position to make any decisive agreements on the contentious area of ABM and space. 

This discussion continued and then shifted again to specifics on START reductions. 

Gorbachev’s irritation began to show toward the end of the meeting: 

From the very start I see weak spots in your proposals. First of all, you did not 
even mention the problem of space. But if we leave this issue outside the boat, 
then moving ahead on strategic offensive weapons will not make any sense. We 
have to consider them as interrelated. Why does the American delegation in 
Geneva avoid discussing the space issues, especially discussing the latest Soviet 
proposals? 
 
Overall, I have an impression that with your three considerations, it is as if you are 
throwing away the idea of developing key positions on strategic offensive 
weapons and space. Instead, you propose to limit ourselves to some foggy 
formulas, talk about the need to clarify positions, etc. Of course, resolution of the 
verification problem, clarification of positions, removal of brackets—all this is 
necessary. However, our goal should be the preparation of key positions, which 
we could consider and sign, so that by the time of the President’s visit to Moscow, 
we would have an agreement on the entire set of these issues. 
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 Your approach strikes me as undefined and foggy.…  
 
Shultz responded that he too wanted to work toward positive goals: “I would not object to 

defining coordinated positions. I do not want to offer you anything foggy, not at all. I 

want to look ahead. Some things are already agreed upon.” He noted that more progress 

could be made, and “of course, the more we could move ahead before the summit, the 

better. The main decision will have to be taken by you and the President. We, as well as 

you, want the achieved breakthrough to be written in the treaty, to receive a practical 

implementation. It would be very good for you and for us, and would be a present to the 

entire world.”616  

 Shultz notes in his memoir, and interpreter Pavel Palazchenko recounts the 

episode in a similar way, that at this point in the meeting Gorbachev “turned sour and 

aggressive”: 

Gorbachev: Yes, Reykjavik already has a place in history. But a second 
Reykjavik will not happen. We should not meet with the President and engage in 
improvisation. I think it is very good that we stood for Reykjavik. There were 
many people who wanted to bury it. But if everything is limited to a second 
Reykjavik, it might lead to big political losses both for you and for us. And to the 
contrary, if we find right political decisions, it would bring both of us great 
political benefits. You need to decide what you want. 
 
I have an impression that you still cannot decide what it is you want. Maybe it is 
Ambassador Matlock who informs you in such a manner that you still cannot 
figure it out? Do you want the Soviet Union to develop successfully, or you don’t 
want that? [Do you want] the Soviet Union to develop in the direction of greater 
democracy or in the opposite [direction]? [Do you want] us to have stagnation or 
to move forward?  

 
Shultz recounts the end of the meeting in detail, describing Gorbachev’s push for the 

inclusion of space and ABM on the proposed Washington Summit agenda. Beside the 

actual signing of the INF Treaty, Shultz suggested that the sessions between the president 
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and general secretary, as well as working groups, include a range of issues and “reflect 

the broad nature of the relationship.” Gorbachev asked, “‘Well, what about the question 

of strategic arms and space.’” “I didn’t know what could emerge,” Shultz recalled. 

Gorbachev responded tersely, “The agenda does not seem to measure up to what would 

be necessary at a summit and raises the question, would we two leaders gain or lose in 

our own countries and the world.” Gorbachev’s level of irritation had risen considerably, 

and he continued, “People will not understand if the two leaders keep meeting and have 

nothing to show for it, especially since both agreed and said publicly that strategic arms 

were the key.”617  

 Gorbachev wanted SDI and ABM on the summit agenda and was trying to make 

his entire trip to Washington contingent on some progress in the areas of defense and 

space. Shultz had not expected this and could not understand why Gorbachev was 

pushing on this issue. The INF agreement was an enormous step forward and would 

eliminate an entire class of nuclear weapons. For Gorbachev to now link signing INF to 

SDI and to insist that signing the INF Treaty was not “enough” of a reason for a summit 

in Washington seemed unreasonable to Shultz and the American delegation. In reality, 

this also shocked Shevardnadze and others on the Soviet side.  

 Shultz took a very moderate tone in his response. In his memoirs he claims that 

“in every meeting… with Gorbachev, he always precipitated at least one episode of 

tension and acrimony.” But he noted that something about this outburst was different. 

Shultz did not push the general secretary, merely agreeing that, while the INF agreement 

was basically complete and should be signed and ratified, there were other “ways to 

conclude an INF accord.” Shultz writes that he believed Gorbachev was trying to “exact a 
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price in exchange for an agreement to come to Washington. I was determined not to bite 

on that apple.” The meeting ended with Gorbachev promising to write to the president, 

but no date was set for his trip to Washington. 

 Palazchenko tells a similar story to Shultz’s and also notes the “mounting 

irritation” on both sides. With Gorbachev’s statement that merely signing INF alone 

“would not be enough to hold a productive full-scale summit in Washington. Shultz then 

indicated that the United States would not change its position on ABM for the sake of 

holding a summit. It looked like a total impasse.”618 Not only a total impasse, but the 

talks had taken a completely unexpected direction. Most of the participants had expected 

some contentious discussion of SDI and ABM, but no one had expected for Gorbachev to 

throw down the gauntlet. Palazchenko writes that, while the meeting did not end with 

harsh words, “we all knew what had happened.” The Soviet participants went into a room 

with Gorbachev to have tea at the close of the meeting, and “no one spoke for at least a 

couple of minutes.” Chernyaev finally asked, “So did we try in vain? Did we bend over 

backward on INF and come so close to the treaty just to see the whole thing ruined now?” 

“Don’t boil over, Anatoly,” Gorbachev replied, “We’ll have to think over what happened, 

and I said I would write the president a letter. I’ll do it soon.”619 In an attempt to smooth 

things over, Shevardnadze personally went with Shultz to the airport instead of sending 

one of his deputies.  

 Shultz sensed something “distinctly different in Gorbachev” during this meeting. 

Upon returning to the embassy he mused that Gorbachev “no longer looks to me like a 
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boxer who has never been hit. This boxer has been hit.”620 Shultz’s assessment was not 

far off. Boris Yeltsin, a main proponent of perestroika and reform efforts, had roundly 

criticized Gorbachev during the Central Committee meeting a few days before Shultz 

arrived, arguing that reform efforts were moving too slowly and perestroika was “losing 

the confidence of the people.” He shocked the leadership by resigning from the Politburo. 

This had a major impact on Gorbachev and was the first time he “had been nicked 

politically” in such a harsh fashion.621  

 Another reason Gorbachev was forcing the ABM and space connection to START 

was because some generals were unsatisfied with the unilateral cuts in INF the Soviets 

had agreed to make, without some kind of accord on ABM. They were still angry that 

Gorbachev had agreed to include the new Soviet OKA missiles in SRINF counts and 

were pressuring Gorbachev to try and make more gains with the administration on issues 

of defense and space.622 Apparently this issue had recently resurfaced, and Gorbachev 

had pushed Shultz to see if Shultz had any leverage in this area. With the new agreement 

to redefine the meaning of laboratory testing restrictions on SDI development, Gorbachev 

believed a compromise to bring the parties closer on offensive weapons might be 

feasible. But Shultz did not give any ground on ABM and SDI. Once again, SDI 

threatened to scuttle a summit. 

Domestic and political pressure was mounting on Gorbachev, and this had shown 

in his meeting with Shultz. After Gorbachev regrouped, he wrote to Reagan and 

dispatched Shevardnadze and a small Soviet delegation to Washington to work out the 
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final details with Shultz at the end of October. Gorbachev had worked hard to secure the 

INF Treaty and the elimination of this entire class of nuclear weapons. He wanted to sign 

the treaty with Reagan and visit Washington. Within a few days, and some diligent 

efforts from Shevardnadze and the Foreign Ministry, the summit was back on track. The 

visit was set for December 7–10. Even with the acrimonious end to the October meeting 

between Gorbachev and Shultz in Moscow, cooler heads prevailed, as both sides 

understood the significance Gorbachev’s visit to Washington and the signing of the INF 

Treaty.  

 
 
The Washington Summit 
 
“A mountain and a mountain cannot meet, but men can come together.” –Russian 
Proverb623 
 
 Mikhail Gorbachev and the Soviet delegation arrived in Washington, DC, on 

December 7, 1987, for the Washington Summit. He was greeted in DC with great fanfare 

and excitement, drawing crowds wherever he went. On the afternoon of Tuesday, 

December 8, 1987, Mikhail Gorbachev and Ronald Reagan signed the Intermediate-

Range Nuclear Forces Treaty at the White House, a milestone for both leaders and in the 

history of arms control.624 The INF Treaty was the first and only US-Soviet agreement to 

completely eliminate an entire class of nuclear weapons. Unlike the dour mood at the 

close of Reykjavik a little over a year earlier, with the signing of this treaty, the optimism 

and excitement of both Reagan and Gorbachev were palpable.  

                                                 
623 Senator Edward M. Kennedy hosted a dinner at his house honoring Eduard Shevardnadze on September 
17, 1986. Kennedy used this proverb in a toast to the Soviet Foreign Minister. Greg Craig to Senator 
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 As this dissertation has demonstrated, Gorbachev’s willingness to shed the Soviet 

complex over SDI allowed him to decouple the Soviet arms control package and pursue a 

separate INF Treaty with the United States. By promoting the new political thinking, 

initiating change from within, and using his power to manipulate the military apparatus, 

Gorbachev changed the game and moved toward a more collaborative relationship with 

Reagan and the West.  

 The INF Treaty eliminated all US and Soviet ground-launched missiles and 

launchers with intermediate and shorter ranges from 500 to 5,500 kilometers. US 

Pershing II ballistic missiles and ground-launched cruise missiles; Soviet SS-20, SS-4, 

and SS-5 intermediate-range missiles; and Soviet SS-12 and SS-23 shorter-range systems 

were eliminated in accordance with the agreement, as well as numerous non-deployed 

missiles and launchers on each side.625  

 INF verification provided for intrusive on-site inspections, the most rigorous ever 

agreed upon by the United States and Soviet Union. The verification regime was meant to 

“enhance confidence in the treaty”; to “deter violations by increasing the risk of getting 

caught”; and to allow “quick detection of violations if they occur.”626 The process was 

designed to allow for “routine exchange of data… on missiles, launchers, bases” included 

in the treaty. Verification included on-site inspections of missile and launcher destruction 

during the three-year reduction period and allowed both sides “to conduct short-notice 

on-site inspections of certain declared sites suspected of illegal activity during three-year 
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Files, 1981–1989; RRPL. It should be noted that both sides retained tactical nuclear missiles with a range 
below 500 kilometers. 
626 Ibid. 
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reductions and for ten years afterward.”627 The hope was that the INF regime could be 

used as a basis for verification of START reductions, once the START Treaty was 

worked out.  

 Before the signing ceremony, Gorbachev and Reagan briefly addressed the media. 

Reagan commented that the INF Treaty, “didn't simply codify the status quo or a new 

arms buildup; it didn't simply talk of controlling an arms race. For the first time in 

history, the language of ‘arms control’ was replaced by ‘arms reduction’—in this case, 

the complete elimination of an entire class of US and Soviet nuclear missiles.”628 Moving 

from limiting and capping the numbers of weapons and nuclear warheads to actual 

reductions was a meaningful step for both Reagan and Gorbachev.  

 After summarizing the reductions on each side, Reagan continued, “the 

importance of this treaty transcends numbers. We have listened to the wisdom in 

an old Russian maxim. And I'm sure you're familiar with it, Mr. General Secretary, 

though my pronunciation may give you difficulty. The maxim is: Dovorey no provorey—

trust, but verify.” Gorbachev interrupted, with a chuckle, “You repeat that at every 

meeting.” Reagan replied, “I like it,” and the room erupted with laughter.629  

 Shultz described the atmosphere in the room as “electric with a sense of historical 

importance.” Even with the serious nature of the treaty and the ceremony, the “easy and 

friendly relationship between the two leaders came through in their words and their body 

                                                 
627 Ibid. 
628 “Remarks on Signing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty,” December 8, 1987, 
Public Papers of Ronald Reagan, Ronald Reagan Presidential Library, 
http://www.reagan.utexas.edu/archives/speeches/1987/120887c.htm. 
629 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 1009–1010; “Remarks on Signing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces 
Treaty,” December 8, 1987. 
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language. The message was received with relief by people in both countries and around 

the world.”630  

 Gorbachev describes the ceremony in his memoir: “I mentioned the long and 

winding road that had eventually brought us to this point—a long, difficult quest to 

overcome accumulated negative feelings and ingrained stereotypes. What we had 

achieved was a mere beginning, a starting-point for nuclear disarmament—although, as 

we all know, the greatest journey starts with a first step.”631 

 Marshal Akhromeyev, an important participant in arms control discussions during 

each of the Gorbachev-Reagan summits, sat at the table with George Shultz during the 

state dinner on the evening of December 8. Shultz wrote about their dinner conversation 

in his memoir. Akhromeyev told the secretary of state, “I am the Marshal of the Soviet 

Union and have had many honors in my career, but I have never been as proud of 

anything as when I was a sergeant fighting for my country at Leningrad—until now.” 

Shultz understood that any comparison to the Great Patriotic War, especially made by a 

Soviet solider, held vast significance. Akhromeyev continued, “My country is in trouble, 

and I am fighting along Mikhail Sergeyevich to save it. That is why we made such a 

lopsided deal on INF,632 and that is why we want to get along with you. We want to 

restructure ourselves and to be a part of the modern world. We cannot continue to be 

isolated.” Shultz was “stunned by this volunteered story and the analogy to the battle of 

Leningrad, a hallowed memory, I knew, for Akhromeyev and the Russian people.”633 

                                                 
630 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 1010.  
631 Gorbachev, Memoirs, 443.  
632 The INF Treaty was in fact “lopsided.” The Soviets had more INF forces deployed and the reductions on 
their side far outnumbered the United States. This is especially true since Gorbachev agreed to include the 
OKA/SS-23 rockets in the treaty counts. This is discussed in more detail in Chapter Seven. 
633 Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 1012.  
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Akhromeyev’s comments demonstrate the striking importance of this step in arms 

reductions and its connection to the broader domestic reform efforts the Soviet leadership 

was attempting. He recognized that Gorbachev’s reforms still faced difficult obstacles, 

but the marshal was proud of what they had achieved thus far in arms control.  

 For Reagan, Gorbachev, Shevardnadze and those who truly believed in the 

potential for disarmament, the INF Treaty represented the first step toward a lofty, yet 

challenging goal. According to Shevardnadze even though the total numbers of weapons 

eliminated made up only a small fraction of US and Soviet nuclear arsenals, “the 

agreement to dismantle them spoke to the world about the possibility of actually getting 

rid of the most lethal weapons of war. It translated the idea of nuclear disarmament from 

the realm of dreams to concrete realization.”634 

 Gorbachev shared a similar sentiment but still wanted more. He hoped that “the 

INF treaty… would pave the way for an eventual agreement on strategic long-range 

weapons. This applied in particular to the verification procedures spelled out in the treaty. 

We had reached a new level of trust in our relations with the United States and initiated a 

genuine disarmament process, creating a security system that would be based on 

comprehensive cooperation instead of the threat of mutual destruction.”635 For 

Gorbachev, the INF Treaty was only the beginning. START and other areas of arms 

control remained on the table in Geneva, still hampered by disagreements over the ABM 

Treaty, SDI, and testing in space. The hope was that INF would provide momentum for 

progress in these other fields and that during his time in Washington, he and Reagan 

would move closer to reaching an agreement on START.  

                                                 
634 Eduard Shevardnadze, The Future Belongs to Freedom, trans. Catherine A. Fitzpatrick (London: 
Sinclair-Stevenson LTD, 1991), 92. 
635 Gorbachev, Memoirs, 445.  



 345 

 Some progress was made on START during the Washington Summit, but the final 

treaty was not completed and ready for signatures when Reagan visited Moscow the 

following May.636 Signing the START Treaty had been the goal of both Reagan and 

Gorbachev, and while Shultz and Shevardnadze worked very diligently to try to come to 

an accord, they were not able to work out the final START agreement in time for the 

Moscow Summit. While Gorbachev dropped the restriction of SDI to “laboratory” 

testing, the kinds of testing permitted by the ABM Treaty remained the subject of intense 

debate, and reaching a final agreement proved difficult. In fact, the treaty was not 

completed while Reagan was in office. The START I agreement was signed by 

Gorbachev and President George H. W. Bush on July 31, 1991, finally implementing the 

goal of Gorbachev and Reagan for a 50-percent reduction in strategic offensive 

weapons.637  

 Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative remained a point of contention for 

Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership throughout the START negotiations with the United 

States. Although, as this dissertation has shown, Gorbachev was able to decouple INF 

from SDI and work toward the mutually beneficial elimination of this entire class of 

nuclear weapons, this does not mean that Gorbachev started to ignore the potential threat 

SDI posed for Soviet security. As advised by Yevgeny Velikhov and his scientific team, 

Gorbachev felt more secure knowing that with countermeasures the Soviet Union could 

render SDI useless. By early 1988, SDI was not treated with the great apprehension that 

had plagued the Soviet leadership since its announcement in March 1983. Gorbachev was 

                                                 
636 For more on the Moscow Summit, please see Shultz, Turmoil and Triumph, 1080–1108; Gorbachev, 
Memoirs, 450–58; Reagan, An American Life, 702–23; Oberdorfer, The Turn, 273–326; Matlock, Reagan 
and Gorbachev, 283–303.  
637 For text of the START I treaty see the Department of State Web site at 
http://www.state.gov/www/global/arms/starthtm/start/start1.html#ArtI. 
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able to make decisions in the field of arms control regarding INF and was not held 

hostage by fears over SDI. His determination to prove that the Soviet Union and the 

United States could reach substantial arms reductions, a demonstration of his new 

political thinking in action, set a precedent for future agreements. As he aptly stated in his 

address to the media at the signing of the INF Treaty, “the greatest journey starts with a 

first step.”638 Gorbachev’s willingness to take this step ushered in the era of cooperation 

between the Soviet Union and the United States that led to the peaceful end of the Cold 

War. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
638 “Remarks on Signing the Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces Treaty,” December 8, 1987. 
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Conclusion 

Gorbachev’s February 1987 decision to decouple the Reykjavik arms control 

package to pursue a separate INF Treaty with the United States demonstrates his 

willingness and ability to force change within the Soviet system, reversing long-standing 

Soviet arms control policies and positions. Even with opposition from some in the Soviet 

military establishment and the old guard, and even with persistent concerns over SDI, 

Gorbachev recognized the overarching benefits of an INF agreement for the Soviet 

Union. Improving economic ties and political relations with Western Europe, enhancing 

Soviet prestige on the international stage, and reducing the military burden on the Soviet 

economy, which in turn allowed Gorbachev to focus on domestic reforms, all pushed 

Gorbachev to untie the Reykjavik package. This decision provides a concrete example of 

Gorbachev’s new political thinking in practice and his ability to compel change in the 

Soviet system even in the face of great resistance.  

While many historians, journalists, and other scholars have examined 

Gorbachev’s foreign policy, arms control issues, and his summit meetings with Reagan, 

no one has undertaken a specific analysis of this crucial decision over the space of four 

months to decouple the arms control package in February 1987. An assessment of this 

decision provides us with a lens through which we can better understand Gorbachev as a 

leader, his decision making, how his government functioned, which advisors garnered the 

most influence with him, and how his approach to SDI and arms control evolved from 

1985 to 1987. Through an examination of Gorbachev’s motivations and the factors that 

influenced this crucial choice, this dissertation analyzes a small, yet important piece of 
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the Gorbachev puzzle and connects this decision to the new political thinking and his 

broader domestic reform efforts. 

Scholars have acknowledged the importance and influence of Gorbachev’s new 

political thinking in numerous works. They have addressed the innate connections 

between Gorbachev’s economic and domestic reforms to improved relations with the 

West, foreign policy, and arms control. This dissertation builds on these works and 

further contributes to the understanding of Gorbachev’s motivation to reform the Soviet 

Union, to make the Soviet state function more efficiently, and to pursue foreign policy 

goals that would benefit, not hinder, the Soviet Union.  

The most crucial element in this dissertation is the influence of Gorbachev’s new 

political thinking on Soviet decision making regarding arms control and SDI. The new 

thinking helped Gorbachev shed the yoke of SDI and make logical decisions about arms 

reductions, culminating in the INF Treaty. The new ideas and perspectives on the place of 

the Soviet Union in the international community held by Gorbachev, and the like-minded 

reformers with whom he surrounded himself, played a vital role in transforming Soviet 

foreign policy during this period. Gorbachev was not compelled to attempt to reform the 

Soviet Union. He could have easily adhered to the hard-line stance, refusing to change, 

refusing to negotiate with Reagan and the United States. He could have challenged SDI 

with a Soviet missile defense program, which would have led to a new round of the arms 

race. However, Gorbachev chose to do exactly the opposite. He worked to shift from 

confrontation toward cooperation with the US and the West, changing the “logic of 

antagonism” that pervaded the Soviet military and some in the leadership, so that he 

could pursue arms reduction agreements with the United States. 
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In order to begin transforming Soviet foreign policy, Gorbachev needed the 

support and assistance of other like-minded reformers. To spread the new political 

thinking throughout the ranks of the Soviet leadership, Gorbachev had to undertake a 

major effort to reform the entrenched Soviet bureaucracy. Gorbachev’s ability to elicit 

change in the field of foreign policy was somewhat limited, until he was able to replace 

hard-liners with reformers willing to take new approaches and alter long-standing Soviet 

positions. The most radical shift Gorbachev made was prying control of the Soviet 

foreign policy apparatus from Andrei Gromyko, and installing Eduard Shevardnadze as 

foreign minister in July 1985. Gromyko had been Soviet foreign minister since 1957, first 

serving under Khrushchev. This was the first outward, visible sign to the international 

community that Gorbachev was trying to move Soviet foreign policy in a new direction.  

The foreign policy team coalesced after the 27th Party Congress in February-

March 1986. Anatoly Chernyaev was promoted to Gorbachev’s foreign policy aide in 

early February 1986, and he had a great impact on Gorbachev’s decision making 

regarding arms control, relations with the US and President Reagan, and in all aspects of 

foreign policy. Gorbachev recalled long-standing Soviet Ambassador to the United States 

Anatoly Dobrynin to Moscow to replace Boris Ponomarev as head of the International 

Department of the Central Committee. Dobrynin had served as Ambassador to the United 

States since 1962, and was able to provide Gorbachev with some insight into Reagan and 

US domestic politics. Georgii Kornienko, deputy to Shevardnadze at the MID, who 

represented the last bastion of Gromyko-style diplomacy, was transferred to the 

International Department to work under Dobrynin.  
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With these moves, Gorbachev had Shevardnadze as head of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and Dobrynin at the International Department. The functions of these two 

organizations, instead of working in direct competition, complemented each other well 

and provided Gorbachev with two outlets for foreign policy advice. Gorbachev made this 

change because he wanted new ideas and fresh approaches to old problems, as they 

worked in concert to avoid the stagnation of the past.  

Gorbachev had several groups specifically dedicated to arms control 

policymaking. As was discussed in Chapter Two, the Big Five was the central 

organization which studied and established Soviet arms control policies and reported 

directly to the Politburo. The standing members of the Big Five, which had been 

functioning since the early Brezhnev era, were the Minister of Foreign Affairs, the 

Minister of Defense, the head of the Military-Industrial Complex commission, the head 

of the KGB, and the head of the Central Committee. Most of these leaders were usually 

also full Politburo members. The Big Five was supported by the Little Five, which 

consisted of broader working-groups of scientists, military-planners, weapons-designers, 

and analysts. Once Gorbachev came into power, he established the special Zaikov 

Commission, which functioned along with the Big Five to produce arms control policies. 

Gorbachev used Zaikov as a buffer to resolve ongoing disputes between the Foreign and 

Defense ministries, with Zaikov often directly presenting Gorbachev’s desired positions 

for consideration to the Big Five. Because Shevardnadze was closely aligned with 

Gorbachev and involved in developing his positions on arms control, the military 

generally lost these arguments within the Big Five.  
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As this dissertation has demonstrated, there was a core group of advisors who 

held the most influence with Gorbachev. His arms control proposals usually originated 

after some discussion with Chernyaev, Shevardnadze, or Yakovlev. While Chernyaev 

and Shevardnadze’s connections to foreign policy are evident, Yakovlev was a full 

Politburo member and the party secretary for ideology, propaganda and culture. While his 

job description did not fall directly into the foreign policy category, as the architect of 

perestroika and reform efforts, he was a close advisor to Gorbachev who garnered 

influence in this inner circle. Velikhov, Gorbachev’s main science advisor, also played a 

crucial role in shaping Gorbachev’s decisions on arms control and SDI. Marshall 

Akhromeyev was another player who should be included in this group. Although he and 

Gorbachev sometimes disagreed on the specifics of arms control policies, more often 

than not they pushed for the same broader objectives. Akhromeyev was Gorbachev’s key 

ally within the military establishment who was a proponent for arms control.   

The influence of Chernyaev, Shevardnadze, Yakovlev, Akhromeyev, and Zaikov 

in shaping Gorbachev’s foreign policy and decisions on arms control cannot be 

emphasized enough. This work has analyzed documents from Chernyaev’s Politburo 

notes and diaries, Yakovlev’s files, and military documents from the Katayev collection 

relating to the Zaikov Commission and the Big Five, all of which provide a window into 

the inner workings of Gorbachev’s government and the Soviet decision-making process 

regarding arms control.  

Because of extremely limited access to the archives of the Russian Foreign and 

Defense Ministries, there are some unavoidable gaps in the research for this dissertation. 

There is little evidence presented directly from Shevardnadze, Sokolov, Yazov, or 
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Akhromeyev and the General Staff. Most of the information presented on their positions 

is from other documentary sources, interviews, or memoirs. Katayev’s collection gives us 

a fascinating perspective into arms control planning and the military-industrial complex; 

however, there is a vast amount of material that remains untapped in the Russian 

archives.  

This dissertation’s analysis of the Reykjavik planning documents from the 

Katayev collection illustrates Gorbachev’s ability to force the new thinking into practice 

with the help of this group of advisors. The stale, old arms control proposals were no 

longer good enough. These documents reveal how far he was willing to go to make arms 

reduction agreements with Reagan.  However, the package approach used at Reykjavik 

shows that Gorbachev had his limits. Because Gorbachev refused to allow the 

development of a comparable program to SDI, angering some in the military and 

military-industrial complex, Gorbachev’s best option was to find a way to entice Reagan 

into giving up his dream of missile defenses. This was where the dramatic proposals at 

Reykjavik came into play. By proposing an across-the-board 50-percent reduction in 

strategic offensive weapons, Gorbachev thought he could convince Reagan to stop 

working on SDI. Gorbachev offered numerous concessions at Reykjavik that he believed 

would be sufficient to sway Reagan away from his defensive dream. Clearly, they did not 

work.  

The summit at Reykjavik was a turning point. After a few months of frustration 

and anguish over their inability to reach accord in Iceland, Gorbachev began to re-

evaluate the Soviet arms control package. It was only after the dramatic events of 

Reykjavik that Gorbachev realized that fighting against SDI was more of a hindrance 
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than a help for Soviet policies, and he dropped the linkage from the Reykjavik package. 

He tried using the lure of massive offensive arms reductions to stop SDI, leveraging this 

connection to any INF reductions. After reassessing the positions at Reykjavik, 

Gorbachev finally realized this offer was futile. He recognized that a separate INF 

agreement had numerous benefits and understood that its linkage to SDI was the only 

thing stalling this accord. While he did not ever condone the development or deployment 

of an SDI system, in early 1987, Gorbachev’s ability to make the reasonable choice and 

drop this linkage allowed him to achieve the largest arms nuclear reduction treaty ever 

signed between the United States and Soviet Union. 

For Gorbachev, an INF agreement was about more than simply reducing 

weapons. Yakovlev’s long memorandum on the reasons for decoupling the package and 

the Politburo discussion that followed provide insight into the Soviet mind-set during the 

first half of 1987. The evidence presents a clear picture of Gorbachev’s goals, the 

pressures he faced, and how the new political thinking motivated him to force changes in 

long-standing Soviet positions. Aside from the security advantages of an INF Treaty, 

Gorbachev, Yakovlev, and other Soviet leaders recognized the benefits of reaching an 

INF agreement with the United States. This included enhancing Soviet prestige on the 

international stage; improving economic ties and political relations with Western Europe; 

and reducing the military burden on the Soviet economy, which in turn facilitated 

domestic reforms. It was a combination of these factors that compelled Gorbachev to 

make this decision. Without the new political thinking, the new mind-set and goals 

Gorbachev set in relation to cooperating with the United States and the West, and without 
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Gorbachev’s ability to manipulate the military establishment, it seems doubtful that an 

INF Treaty would have come to fruition.  

To reach an INF Treaty with the United States, Gorbachev had to push aside some 

powerful constituencies in the military leadership and the military-industrial complex. He 

realized that in order to reach arms control agreements with the United States two things 

would have to change. First, he would need to rein in the Soviet military-industrial 

complex. Second, the Kremlin leader would have to change the perception within the 

military and old guard of the United States and the West as a “threat,” as “the enemy.” 

While the benefits of reaching arms reduction agreements were apparent to Gorbachev 

and his advisors, convincing an entrenched military apparatus to modify modes of 

thinking they had adhered to for decades was indeed a difficult task. Gorbachev had to 

fight an uphill battle to garner agreement from some in the military leadership on arms 

control. 

Dispelling Soviet fears over SDI was a difficult challenge for Gorbachev on 

several levels—personally, politically, and militarily. The evolution of Gorbachev’s 

views on SDI and how it impacted Soviet-American relations is another main component 

of this dissertation. SDI played an important role at the Gorbachev-Reagan summits, 

causing frustrations and tensions for both sides. Gorbachev fought hard against SDI at 

Geneva and Reykjavik. Initially, Gorbachev adhered to the Soviet stance, claiming SDI 

would provide the US with a shield to hide behind after a first-strike attack. He spoke 

vehemently about how SDI would disrupt the strategic balance and how both sides 

should be working to reduce offensive nuclear weapons, instead of starting a new arms 

race by building missile defenses.  
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By March 1986, his perceptions of SDI began to shift, as was evidenced in his 

Politburo statements. Publicly, his rhetoric against SDI was still sharp and critical. 

However, in Politburo discussions and in meetings with his scientific advisors, especially 

after Chernobyl, Gorbachev began to recognize that SDI might not pose such a direct and 

imminent threat to Soviet security—at least not in the near-term. He became convinced 

by Velikhov and his scientific advisors that SDI deployment was very far off, and that 

even then the program might not be feasible or completely functional. The scientific team 

determined that the easiest way to defeat SDI was to overwhelm it with a massive missile 

strike. This, of course, was not appealing to the general secretary who was doing his best 

to reduce the numbers of Soviet offensive nuclear missiles and abhorred the thought of 

nuclear war. A major concern for the military and scientific team were potential ‘spin-

offs’—what other new technologies might emerge from SDI research.  

Gorbachev and the Soviet leadership also recognized that SDI faced domestic and 

international challenges. Some members of the US Congress and many US scientists 

were opposed to the program entirely. The international scientific community and 

members of the anti-nuclear movement protested the idea of “arming space.” Gorbachev, 

especially after the meetings at Reykjavik, seemed to grasp that Reagan had a deep 

personal attachment to this program and the idea of defenses and being the “protector” of 

America. What would happen to this program once Reagan left office? Gorbachev began 

to see that SDI had many flaws and recognized that in part the constant Soviet 

denunciations of the program might have given it more import than it deserved.   

Gorbachev had different views about nuclear parity and direct competition with 

weapons systems than many in the Soviet military establishment, particularly regarding 
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the decision not to match SDI. He had to constantly resist those in the military and 

military-industrial complex who argued that the Soviet Union should develop a 

comparable program to counter SDI. Gorbachev believed it was senseless to begin a new 

round of the arms race in space. Would developing an SDI-type shield have provided the 

Soviet Union with more security? Gorbachev did not think so. Could the Soviet Union 

have done it? Probably. But to what end? A Soviet SDI-type system would have placed 

an extreme burden on the already weakened Soviet economy and would have hindered 

Gorbachev’s domestic reforms. Was this practical? No. Gorbachev undoubtedly 

recognized developing an SDI-type system would have had devastating economic 

consequences, and he fought against the pressure of the military-industrial complex who 

advocated it. Creating defensive systems, Gorbachev argued, would destabilize the 

strategic nuclear balance. Instead of pursuing defenses, he worked to reduce the numbers 

of weapons, not to create new systems. This demonstrated Gorbachev’s willingness to 

change the long-held Soviet viewpoint that they needed to match or exceed the United 

States in the field of nuclear weapons. Gorbachev believed this unrealistic desire for 

parity had caused the arms race to become unmanageable and was crippling the Soviet 

economy. 

There are clearly examples of some in the military establishment who regarded 

Gorbachev’s actions as reckless and naïve. Sokolov, Baklanov, and others in the old 

guard were resistant to change and the idea of an INF treaty every step of the way. They 

saw no reason the Soviet Union should make such drastic, disproportionate reductions in 

their missile forces. Detinov and Savel’yev provide another example with their 

explanation of Gorbachev’s January 15 initiative for a nuclear-free world. They 
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demonstrate the failure of the military establishment to recognize the sincerity in 

Gorbachev’s proposal, believing it to be mere propaganda, a lofty goal that was never 

meant to come to fruition. This was the kind of old thinking and resistance to change that 

permeated the Soviet military and was problematic for Gorbachev throughout this 

process.  

There were others in the military establishment, such as Marshal Akhromeyev, 

Lev Zaikov, General Chervov, and Vitali Katayev, who recognized that even with 

dramatic cuts in the Soviet nuclear arsenal, the Soviet Union would still be secure. The 

Politburo notes and other sources consulted for this dissertation emphasize that, as long 

as equitable cuts were made on the US and Soviet sides, strategic security could be 

retained with vast cuts in nuclear weapons. These players were instrumental in helping 

Gorbachev shift the Cold War paradigm, moving from confrontation and arms buildup 

toward cooperation with the United States, through negotiations on practical and 

reasonable cuts in the nuclear arsenals of both countries.  

Gorbachev not only faced internal challenges and pressures regarding arms 

control policy. In order for his plan to work, moving from confrontation to cooperation 

with the West, he needed willing partners in Western Europe and the United States. 

Meeting with Reagan and making contacts with Thatcher, Mitterrand, and other Western 

leaders were logical steps toward reducing tensions. The analysis of these meetings in 

this dissertation demonstrates the impact these meetings had on Gorbachev’s thinking 

and the evolution of his arms control policies. Reykjavik was undoubtedly a turning 

point. His March 1987 discussions with Thatcher helped him to understand more clearly 

how the West viewed the Soviet Union. His meetings with Western leaders, groups like 
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the Council on Foreign Relations delegation, and others helped him transform the 

position of the Soviet Union in relation to the United States and the West.  

In Reagan, Gorbachev found a willing partner in arms control. He found a kindred 

spirit, who also abhorred the idea of mutually assured destruction and the potential threat 

that nuclear weapons posed for the world. Because these two leaders were able to forge a 

collaborative relationship during their summit meetings, they developed a great mutual 

respect for each other, often agreeing to disagree, but always agreeing to have the 

difficult discussions. Their willingness to talk to each other, to negotiate even in tense 

and complicated times, allowed Gorbachev and Reagan, together, to forge a new US-

Soviet relationship and shift the paradigm of the Cold War.  

Both Gorbachev and Reagan had a role in ending the Cold War. It is hard to say 

whether the symbiotic relationship that developed between Reagan and Gorbachev and 

led to arms control in the late 1980s could have emerged between another US president 

and Soviet general secretary. Gorbachev’s new thinking and Reagan’s willingness to 

negotiate, along with the personal rapport that emerged between the two men, allowed 

them to reduce tensions in the relationship and move toward ending the Cold War. 

Gorbachev was a game changer. He was truly a different kind of Soviet leader. He 

saw the world differently, and he often spoke of the world’s growing interconnectedness. 

Gorbachev wanted the Soviet Union to be a part of the emerging international system, not 

to fall further behind. He strove to make internal changes—improving the domestic 

economy, improving living standards and the availability of consumer goods, reducing 

the technology gap by obtaining more computers and moving into the information age—

to try and achieve this goal. Gorbachev recognized the challenges and problems that the 
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Soviet Union faced. His new political thinking allowed him to take certain actions, 

manipulate powerful constituencies, and force changes from within. His decision to 

decouple the Reykjavik package and to pursue a separate INF Treaty illustrates not only 

the importance of the new political thinking but also its broader ramifications for his 

domestic reforms and arms reductions on a global scale.  

 While the main focus of this study has been on Gorbachev and nuclear arms 

control, Gorbachev’s decision to reduce conventional forces as well is also key to 

understanding his policies. In late 1988, Gorbachev shifted the Soviet military to a 

defensive posture or, as Gorbachev called it, to the doctrine of “reasonable sufficiency.” 

This transformation in Soviet military policy supported his decision making regarding 

arms control and his broader domestic reform efforts and is another example of the new 

thinking in practice and its role in ending the Cold War.  

 As was discussed in Chapter Seven, during the May 1987 Warsaw Pact meeting, 

Gorbachev told the Soviet allies that they would be responsible for their own security 

because the Soviet Union was shifting to a defensive posture. He publicly declared the 

new Soviet military doctrine in his December 1988 speech at the United Nations. With 

this decision, Gorbachev made substantial, unilateral cuts in Soviet conventional forces. 

This change was especially significant after the INF Treaty, as some argued the treaty left 

Europe exposed to the potential threat of a conventional attack by the Soviet Union. 

Gorbachev’s actions in the fields of arms control and conventional force reductions 

demonstrated that he believed the massive military buildup, both nuclear and 

conventional, of NATO and the Warsaw Pact was unnecessary. With the Solidarity 

movement in Poland, the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, and the Velvet 
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Revolution in Prague, Gorbachev’s new doctrine was tested. His refusal to use force to 

keep the Soviet bloc intact was perhaps the greatest example of his new thinking and 

worldview in practice. 

 With the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, it is clear that some of 

Gorbachev’s reforms had unintended consequences. Gorbachev and the new thinkers did 

not set out to destroy the Soviet Union. They set out to improve the system and wanted to 

make communism work better, more effectively. They wanted better living standards 

within their country. They wanted more openness and transparency. They wanted to 

democratize the system. They wanted to reduce the threat of nuclear weapons and war. 

They had lofty goals and aspirations. Some were successful; others were not.  

 Some of Gorbachev’s greatest successes were in the fields of foreign policy and 

arms control. With his new thinking and shift toward cooperation with the West, 

Gorbachev made great strides in proving to the world that the Soviet Union was 

changing. His ability to compromise, especially when it was in the best interests of the 

Soviet Union, led to the INF Treaty in 1987 and eventually the START I Treaty in 1991. 

Gorbachev achieved some of his objectives with conventional force reductions, 

agreements on chemical weapons, stronger verification regimes, and the Soviet 

withdrawal from Afghanistan.  

In the end, Gorbachev accomplished his goals in nuclear arms reductions, 

regardless of SDI, not because SDI pressured him into doing so. Through an analysis of 

the evolution of Gorbachev’s thinking regarding SDI and arms control, this dissertation 

has demonstrated how he was able to dispel Soviet fears over SDI, decouple the Soviet 

arms control package, and reach an INF agreement with Reagan. While the dream for a 
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nuclear-free world, sought by both Gorbachev and Reagan, has not yet come to fruition, 

the collaborative relationship these leaders developed led to some of the most remarkable 

arms reductions to date. With their willingness to work toward common interests, 

Gorbachev and Reagan set the precedent for re-negotiating a new treaty to replace the 

expired START Treaty signed by Russian President Dmitri Medvedev and US President 

Barack Obama in April 2010. In the end, Gorbachev’s ability to shed the old Soviet 

mind-set and, as he put it, “to stop worrying about SDI,” helped him to change the game 

and make great strides in arms control. This new approach, promoted by Gorbachev with 

the new political thinking, helped move the Soviet Union and United States from 

confrontation to cooperation and led to the end of the Cold War.  
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