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This article argues that, like the liberalising “Great Reforms” of Russia in the mid-19th
century, Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika of the late 20th century was propelled as
much by reformist intellectuals’ Europe-inspired visions of a more humane society as it
was by military-economic crisis. Over the post-Stalin decades, a new policy-academic
elite – economists, philosophers, scientists and writers – viewed in the apparent
success of East European reforms a model of “socialism with a human face” for their
country’s eventual reintegration into a “common European home.” Yet their
understanding of European integration was too superficial, and their appreciation of
communist hard-liners’ resistance too belated, to carry their reforms to successful
completion. This article also holds that Russian reformers’ naiveté was compounded by
Western leaders’ selfishness and short-sightedness. The latter clung to Cold War beliefs
that the Soviet system could not produce a genuine reformist movement. When
Gorbachev came to power, his perestroika was considered merely a “ruse,” its ideas of
“new thinking” ridiculed, and ultimately only the “shock therapy” of Boris Yeltsin
merited significant Western aid despite its broad incompetence and vast corruption.
The combined Western-Russian failures in 1990s efforts toward rapid marketisation
and integration proved even more damaging than those of the 1980s due to their broad
discrediting of Western liberal democracy.
Keywords: Russia; Soviet Union; European integration; perestroika; thaw; reformists

Introduction: power and ideology in patterns of Russia’s approach to Europe
Modern historians are naturally wary of explanations for broad political or socio-economic
development that are based on presumed ‘cycles’ or recurring ‘historical patterns’ in a
nation’s trajectory. Whether reliant on assumptions about the power and persistence of
culture, or the supposedly permanent impact of geography, such popular explanations of
history are often one-dimensional and deterministic. In the case of Russia, assumptions about
its supposedly ‘eternal dilemmas’ – from ingrained autocratic or imperial tendencies, to
schizophrenia about the liberal-democratic West – impede understanding of political change
(or non-change) as well as of the impact of neighbouring powers on Russian development.
Nevertheless, certain patterns or ‘pendulum swings’ do seem to persist, and ignoring
them altogether can lead to equally problematic and excessively present-focused
explanations of politics. With Russia, as in other cases, the challenge is to analyse why such
patterns recur, avoiding both simplistic determinism and ahistorical ad hocism.1 If Russia
seems to repeat earlier patterns in its troubled relations with Europe – enthusiastic
embrace, followed by disillusioned rejection – what complex combination of distant and
proximate causes produced such earlier swings and what can be learned from them to
moderate such ‘cycles’ in the future? This article focuses on the neglected role of Russian
elites’ perceptions of the West in analysing the hostility of early to mid-twentieth-century
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Soviet attitudes toward Europe, as well as the swift rapprochement that occurred toward
century’s end (and the rapid estrangement that followed in the early twenty-first century).
Explanations that focus mainly on material factors in development encourage excessive
pessimism about Russia’s relations with the West because the same rivalry and threats, the
same power equations, persist today as they did in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.2
Conversely, an approach that analyses elite beliefs and perceptions – that adds ideas to
equations of power – offers a more complete, insightful and even contemporary policyrelevant interpretation of the past.3
Complex legacies of Russian history
Our subject is Soviet perceptions of Europe, changing elite beliefs and attitudes,
particularly over the post-Stalin decades. The main argument is that an autocratic regime’s
hostility toward Europe and European integration – reinforced by strict isolation and
xenophobic ideology – was challenged by members of that elite who gained privileged
access to the Western world, who pushed for liberalisation, and who eventually mounted a
radical challenge to the hostile-isolationist Stalinist ideology. This challenge succeeded
briefly, in helping to propel a reformist leader’s embrace of a ‘common European home’.
But it ultimately failed in large part due to its adherents’ naı̈veté, its opponents’ strength
and its inability to overcome the mountain of obstructions left by decades of contrary
political and economic development.
A neglected historical precedent for Gorbachev’s late-twentieth-century perestroika
was the mid-nineteenth-century epoch of ‘Great Reforms’ under another ‘liberal Tsar’,
Alexander II. The abolition of serfdom, bold military and administrative reforms, and
myriad other liberalising changes – from the introduction of trial by jury, to the flowering
of glasnost – offered a striking precedent that a Cold War-trained Western Sovietological
profession largely ignored.4 The parallels between these nineteenth- and twentieth-century
epochs will be further explored below, in particular the role of a pro-Western intelligentsia
in preparing for and mobilising on behalf of liberalising, Europe-inspired change. For
introductory purposes, it serves to highlight one early episode from that nineteenthcentury drama, namely that of the so-called ‘Decembrists’. These were once-loyal tsarist
officers who, after repelling Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, pursued him across Europe
and wound up occupying Paris. Here they were fascinated by the prosperity and liberties of
France, and their glorious triumph was dampened by humiliation that the vanquished
enjoyed more freedom and dignity than the victors. Ideas of political and social reform, of
a constitution for Russia, germinated in their officers’ circles until December 1825 when
they rose up to demand liberalising change.
This model was not to be repeated in the twentieth century. Stalin, the Soviet Tsar, was
mindful of the historic parallel and so ensured that his victorious officers would not rebel
upon return from their foreign occupation after the Second World War. Indeed, this was
not merely a suggestive parallel, but a direct precedent that Stalin consciously studied and
then took steps to thwart. ‘Filtering camps’, threats, intimidation and imprisonment for the
‘traitors’ lucky enough to survive Nazi prisons silenced voices if not thoughts. Yet most
Russians had not even glimpsed Europe, and remained in thrall to the Stalinist
Weltanschauung, particularly with the intense xenophobia and ‘anti-cosmopolitanism’ of
the early Cold War. De-Stalinisation would begin soon after the tyrant’s death in 1953, and
the slow rethinking of Stalinist dogmas about Europe and the West soon thereafter. But
before scrutinising the emergence of Soviet ‘new thinking’ about Europe, it is essential to
understand the ‘old thinking’ with which it had to contend.
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The Stalinist perception of Europe
A generation of terror, isolation and Stalinist indoctrination liquidated all but vestiges of
the old Europeanised Russian elite. This included all the old Bolsheviks too, as Stalin
forged a new ‘proletarian intelligentsia’ broadly ignorant of the outside world, of
European languages and culture, and of Russia’s complex European heritage. From the
capitalist counterrevolutionary scheming that justified the show trials and terror, to the
steady demonisation of European democracies, the new Soviet elite’s ignorance of
the West was breathtaking. Perhaps the best single insight into this worldview comes from
the most influential single text of the period: the infamous Short Course on the history of
Soviet Communism that was studied in every secondary school and institute of higher
education in the USSR. Examining the edition of the Short Course published in 1946, its
views of Western Europe are consistent and monochromatic: ‘bourgeois-nationalist
dictatorships’ intent on ‘capitalist plunder’, desperate to relieve ‘the contradictions of
capitalism’ by resorting to ‘imperialist war’.5
That is how the Second World War was portrayed: not as pure Nazi aggression, which
would indict Stalin for his misplaced trust in Hitler’s promise not to attack the USSR, but
as confirmation of Stalin’s prescient 1931 warning that the USSR had but 10 years to build
up its military-industrial strength before the ‘advanced’ (i.e. European) countries attacked
again.6 And so it was with growing post-Second World War tensions, which quickly
turned into a bitter Cold War and strident efforts to crush hopes for liberalisation and
silence positive impressions of the USSR’s wartime allies. New military-centred five-year
industrial plans were announced and campaigns against subversive foreign influence
launched as Stalin issued another prediction: on the near-term inevitability of an
apocalyptic clash between socialism and capitalism.7
By and large, Stalin successfully implanted a ‘true war psychology’ among the Soviet
elite and cultivated fears of mortal danger emanating from Western Europe – now less an
independent threat, and more as an appendage of the United States.8 Challenges to this
orthodoxy were silenced, whether they came from cultural figures distressed at the
ceaseless demonisation of European philosophy and art, or policy analysts who disagreed
with Stalin’s diagnosis of inevitable war. Academics such as economist Evgeny Varga,
who tried to argue that post-war capitalism could regulate its contradictions or that some
bourgeois states were actually peace-loving and not warlike, found their views muzzled
and their institutes shuttered.9
In this atmosphere, the first post-war moves toward European integration were either
ignored or demonised. With few qualified specialists and no dedicated academic institutes
– not only on Europe, but on the contemporary study of any major world region – there
was simply no context for analysing something so complex. The US-sponsored Marshall
Plan for European recovery was denounced as merely a tool of American capitalist
domination, while subsequent steps toward European economic integration – e.g. the
European Coal and Steel Community of 1952 – were interpreted simply as a new security
threat to the socialist bloc.10 In an important sense, the European Economic Community
(EEC) was fatally stigmatised by Soviet perceptions of it as a follow-on to the US Marshall
Plan (which indeed sharpened the post-war division of Europe) and as a contributor to
German revanchism (with an emphasis always on aid or recovery serving to fuel
militarism). The Stalinist Great Power mentality – which famously even denied the
Netherlands were in Benelux, so baffling to the dictator was the notion of a voluntary
supranational group, much less the operation of a customs union – could not see in a
united or federated Europe anything other than a new Napoleonic or Nazi-style threat to
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Russia.11 The EEC and its successors would long be portrayed as simply ‘the economic
arm of NATO’.12 Soviet foreign-affairs specialists who possessed the information and
understanding to see such developments differently were very few and in no position to
dissent.
Europe and early de-Stalinisation
These systemic barriers to a better understanding of Western Europe – a dearth of qualified
analysts and the complete absence of dedicated departments or institutes – would be
remedied in time. Even sooner, however, came a blow to the psychological underpinnings
of the anti-European, anti-Western outlook. This was the halt to the gathering terror that
immediately followed Stalin’s death, the implicit admission that millions had been falsely
accused (since the GULAG camps soon began to empty), and finally in 1956 explicit
acknowledgement that these multitudes had indeed been wrongly convicted of crimes
against the state. If so many had actually been innocent of involvement in imperialist
sabotage or Anglo-American counterrevolutionary plots, then what was the truth about the
West’s supposed hostility toward the USSR?
An indirect answer – that Stalin had grossly exaggerated it – was repeated in
numerous ways as a ‘Thaw’ began to spread in political-cultural life. For the first time,
Nikita Khrushchev and other Soviet leaders travelled to European summits and their
people saw images that conveyed nothing so much as ‘normal’ and ‘civilised’. A journal of
foreign literature was launched, foreign-language study soared, and cultural exchanges
were established with most European countries (and the United States) – all in the mid-tolate 1950s. The paintings of Picasso, the films of Federico Fellini and Vittorio De Sica, and
the philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, Karl Jaspers and Antonio Gramsci grew central to the
cultural life of a newly ‘Europeanising’ Soviet intellectual elite.13 Key to this elite was not
only new access to Europe, but also living links to the old one: anti-war scientists such as
Peter Kapitsa, who had researched nuclear physics in Cambridge before the war; liberal
economists such as Vladimir Vezhner and Viktor Novozhilov, survivors of the Stalinist
campaigns and purges; and even future foreign-affairs luminaries such as Georgy Arbatov
and Anatoly Chernyaev, who had strong family ties to Europe and to the pre-Stalin, even
pre-revolutionary Russian elite.14
The foundation of a new, post-Stalin intelligentsia was being laid, one of a broadly
liberal-humanist outlook and a decidedly pro-Western, pro-European orientation. It is
difficult today to recall the powerful impact of such articles in the path-breaking journal
Novy Mir – read by all Russian intellectuals – as Viktor Nekrasov’s ‘First Acquaintance’
diary of a trip to France and Italy published in 1958, or Ilya Ehrenburg’s similarly Europeadmiring memoirs serialised over 1960 –2.15 Culturally, it seemed, Soviet Russia was
‘making an exit from Asia, attaching itself to Europe’.16 Yet what this should mean for
political and economic life was at best vague and aspirational. Ideas about re-integrating
with Western Europe did not appear to contradict a strong socialist ethos, and fascination
with the Yugoslav Sonderweg – and later the Czechoslovak version of ‘socialism with a
human face’ – showed little understanding of how this integration might actually work.17
Throughout the 1960s, it is difficult to find much evidence of deep understanding of what
the Common Market actually was and what the nascent European Wirtschaftswunder
would mean for the USSR and its socialist allies in Europe. Officially – that is, in Party
proclamations, reports and sanctioned articles – surprisingly little had changed. At least
now the term ‘Common Market’ appeared less and less often with the once-obligatory
derisive quotation marks; yet 20 years after the Second World War’s end, Party ideologues
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still warned: ‘Once the capitalist economic system recovers hegemony, the socialist area
would be pushed back to its frontiers of 1939 and then fully liquidated.’18
Europe, European integration and the Thaw Era
Such neo-Stalinist views would eventually fade, in part due to the ‘professionalisation’ of
foreign-affairs research. Where once just a few academic departments of history plus a
handful of deeply ideologised institutes constituted all international-relations study in the
USSR, the Thaw Era (continuing some years after Khrushchev’s fall in 1964) saw a myriad
of serious new research centres established. Varga’s old institute was reopened as the
Institute of World Economy and International Relations in 1957, followed over the next
decade by the new Academy of Sciences institutes of Economics and Industrial
Organization, the International Workers’ Movement, and the Economy of the World
Socialist System. Others included the Central Economic-Mathematical Institute as well as
institutes of Africa, Latin America, the Far East and, in 1967, an Institute of the United
States of America. One can hardly overstate the contribution of these institutes to the serious
rethinking of dogmas on international affairs. Initially doctrinaire, especially in their early
years, the combination of access to once-taboo ideas and information with an intellectual
‘critical mass’ encouraged serious research, searching rethinking and eventually the
emergence of a small but intellectually strong reformist foreign-affairs elite.19
For the study of Western Europe, and of its integration, the most important of the new
centres would be the Institute of World Economy and International Relations. Initially,
though, even more subversive of the old dogmas about Europe was not another institute
but a journal, Problemy Mira i Sotsializma (Problems of Peace and Socialism, PMS),
established in 1958. With its editorial board based in Prague – and its multinational staff
intended to reflect a new diversity and tolerance in socialist-bloc relations after the
Hungarian tragedy of 1956 – PMS was absolutely unique as a Thaw-era intellectual oasis
and incubator of unorthodox, reformist thought. The liberalism of editor Aleksei
Rumyantsev – an Academy of Sciences official of pre-Stalin vintage – was important in
encouraging diverse opinions. But equally so was the journal’s venue; one veteran recalled
Prague as ‘a cosmopolitan paradise compared to Moscow. Culturally it was far more
interesting, it was Europe after all . . . I had many friends and colleagues, and was usually
speaking French, Italian and English.’20 No other institution counted as alumni so many
prominent perestroika-era reformers: the philosophers Ivan Frolov and Merab
Mamardashvili; the economists Oleg Bogomolov and Nikolai Inozemtsev; and the
foreign-affairs specialists Georgy Arbatov, Anatoly Chernyaev and Georgy Shakhnazarov. Another PMS veteran and later Foreign Ministry spokesman during perestroika,
Gennady Gerasimov, noted that: ‘Unlike us, the foreign communists had not been cut off
from real Marxism, from social democratic traditions . . . Our debates with the French and
Italians were very important . . . the European socialists certainly influenced us much
more than we influenced them.’21
European integration was a prime example of this influence, where a series of PMS
articles by West European Communists – and the debates they occasioned – were first in
the Soviet media to recast the Common Market as a multi-faceted process that was
certainly there to stay.22 It would not be long before these perspectives were taken up in
MEMO, the academic journal of the Institute of World Economy and International
Relations, whose new director, Nikolai Inozemtsev, had himself earlier worked in Prague
for PMS.23 Of course such analyses were not permitted to depart from a broadly critical
stance on European integration – as something serving elite and not working-class
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interests, as contrary to the reduction in inter-bloc tensions and so on – but could now at
least look honestly at its impact on trade and national growth.24 Privately, after a decade of
political and academic ‘thaw’, attitudes at the Institute were even bolder, as recalled by
another MEMO author (and PMS veteran) Georgy Arbatov:
Dogmas about capitalist stagnation, total impoverishment of the Western working class, and
others were rejected while new concepts came into political circulation [such as] European
integration . . . and the like. There emerged new research methods and an objective look at the
West.25

The evolution of the young reformist scholars’ views was rapid and comprehensive. Yet
official Soviet policy toward the Common Market, and toward Europe in general, hardly
kept pace. One shift occurred late in Khrushchev’s rule, when crude vilification of European
integration efforts ceased and dogmatic denial of the possibilities of voluntary interstate cooperation halted.26 European economic revival had demonstratively disproved the latter,
while Eastern Europe’s lag pushed Moscow toward steps to transform the Eastern economic
‘bloc’ – the Council of Economic Mutual Assistance (CEMA)27 – from a vehicle of Soviet
control and exploitation to something more like a trade co-ordination body.28 A decade later,
as the gap between Eastern and Western Europe continued to widen, Leonid Brezhnev tried
again. In a 1972 speech, he declared that: ‘The Soviet Union in no way ignores the realities
which have evolved in Western Europe, including the existence of the economic grouping of
capitalist countries known as the Common Market.’29 After two decades of indeed ignoring
realities in Western Europe, it had grown impossible to paper over the severity of Eastern
Europe’s lagging behind and the need for Western trade and investment. Yet Brezhnev’s
shift simultaneously reflected several non-economic factors as well: the reality of East –
West détente and desire to encourage it, particularly West Germany’s Ostpolitik; the hope
that by supporting the emergence of a European ‘power centre’ Washington’s influence and
NATO’s unity would be weakened; and, as before, a desire to channel East–West
intercourse in a less-destabilising (for the East) direction, particularly in the aftermath of the
crushing of the Czechoslovak ‘Prague Spring’.30
The Prague Spring and after
Mention of the Prague Spring and its crushing highlights a key aspect of evolving Soviet
elite attitudes toward Europe, reform and integration. For ideologues and Party
conservatives – still a majority of the Soviet policy-academic elite – the Prague Spring
simply confirmed the dangers of liberalism and subversive Western influence. A mistake
to let it go so far as it did, it was properly halted and orthodoxy-stability duly re-imposed.
For a reform-minded liberal minority, it was not just a drawing of the opposite conclusion
but also an episode of complex, emotional significance and lasting political-economic
ramifications. Soviet liberals were absolutely galvanised by the Prague Spring; it was a
reform experiment with direct relevance for their country, of course, but with so many
PMS-Prague veterans among them it was also a movement carrying enormous personal
stakes. They monitored each news bulletin, pored over major pronouncements from the
Czech media, and met frequently with like-minded colleagues to discuss the latest news or
hear directly from friends just back from a visit to Prague.31 When it seemed to be
succeeding, liberals were ecstatic:
The political and economic system [they] were trying to transform had been created as the
mirror image of ours. Therefore, Czechoslovakia’s experience was transferable to our
country. My best-case scenario went something like this: After reforms, Czechoslovakia’s
workers would be given incentives . . . factory managers would . . . see value in innovation,
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writers would be allowed to publish. As labor, management and the intelligentsia united,
economic indicators would shoot up. Impressed by the Czech economic miracle, Soviet
leaders would attempt similar reforms.32

When Soviet leaders instead crushed the Prague Spring in August 1968, liberals were
distraught, even disbelieving. The state’s action prompted an unprecedented mobilisation
of liberal protest: analysts speaking out; journalists refusing to print the official line;
research institutes balking at orders to vote in a resolution in favour of the invasion; and
writers even sending memos directly to General Secretary Brezhnev.33 Such actions were
swatted down with career-ending sanctions, sending a chill through the liberal
intelligentsia. Paradoxically, perhaps, the Prague Spring now acquired an inspirational
aura. Cut off before it could succeed, the Prague Spring had also been halted before it had a
chance to fail. Virtually any serious analysis of the Prague Spring’s hoped-for economic
miracle – the same hopes that ‘self-management’ and ‘decentralisation’ would revive the
Soviet economy with a hybrid ‘plan and market’ – concludes that such contradictory,
naı̈ve and ill-conceived nostrums would most likely have led to something more like
Yugoslavia of the 1980s than Sweden of the 1960s. Yet because the Prague Spring had not
yet failed economically when it was halted politically – just as the decentralising Kosygin
or Liberman reforms had been prematurely terminated in the USSR – it was swiftly
canonised, like a politician cut down early in his political ‘honeymoon’, before failure and
scandal could transform a saint into an ordinary sinner.
Analysing [East European] reforms . . . we concluded that many of them could be . . . adopted
in our country. We studied the rapid integration of Western Europe, deeply envious of the
Common Market and its contrast with the slow, bureaucratic functioning of CEMA. We
thought about acquiring . . . modern technology and joining in the greatest achievements of
world culture. In other words, we dreamed of reforming Russia.34

Liberal Soviet elites’ ideas about economic reform – never very sophisticated to begin
with – were indeed trapped in a kind of naı̈ve dreaming, a romanticised belief in
‘socialism with a human face’ and an ill-grounded faith that a hybrid system would ‘work
without a hitch’.35 And this was true of the international, not just domestic, economy.
‘Free up East – West trade’ and ‘We must integrate with the West, with the Common
Market’, were widespread sentiments, as already shown. By the mid-1970s, the call for
increased trade and integration with the West – not just to supply specific needs such as
grain or industrial machinery, but also to encourage broader East – West co-operation and
stimulate an ossified Soviet economy – were prominent in public debate, in academic and
policy journals and in confidential analyses and recommendations to the Party
leadership.36 But nowhere can one find – except, ironically, from Soviet isolationists
and supporters of Stalinist autarky – appreciation of the dangers if not impossibility of
such integration. How could moribund Soviet firms compete with efficient private Western
companies? How could the East’s ossified and bureaucratic supranational planning agency
(CEMA) ever ‘integrate’ with a genuine customs union and multinational free-trade area
(EEC)? How could a system built on giant state-owned producers – and designed to reach
sector-wide, state-to-state barter deals – ever work efficiently with one built on agile
private firms concluding myriad private deals?
One of the few who understood these problems was Nikolai Shmelev, a young,
technically trained economist working at Inozemtsev’s Institute of World Economy and
International Relations.37 In several confidential (closed-circulation) analyses done over
1975 –6, Shmelev advanced a searing critique of Brezhnev’s non-reforms and drew a
sharp distinction between increasing grain and technology imports from the West
(financed by raw-material sales) on the one hand, and balanced East – West trade
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accompanied by genuine economic integration on the other. To pre-empt conservative
critics, Shmelev refuted warnings of sinister capitalist motives; the West sought trade for
the same reason that the USSR should, namely ‘the advantages of the international
division of labour [i.e., classical gains from trade] which are the foundation of our deep,
mutual interest’.38 Critically, the sort of trade Shmelev envisioned was not simply access
to Western markets or the purchase of specific technologies, but a means to transform
completely the Soviet domestic system. It would do this by opening up the economy to
foreign contacts and competition, essentially forcing it to adopt decentralising measures
and market practices across the board.
Shmelev’s proposals toward this end were concrete. First, foreign trade must not be a
state monopoly. Rather, ‘spontaneous’ ties should be fostered by ‘giving production
enterprises and firms the right of direct access to the foreign market’.39 Second, joint ventures
and foreign investment should be encouraged.40 Third, steps must be taken toward internal
and ultimately external currency convertibility.41 This would mean transition to world
market prices, aided by membership in international bodies such as the IMF, the World Bank
and GATT.42 No timid market socialism this! Taken together, the implications of Shmelev’s
proposals were clear; the end of state control over prices, exchange rates and international ties
would make most central planning impossible while forcing newly independent enterprises
to learn from and compete with foreign producers. Only a true market economy could
develop anything more than partial, artificial ties to the EEC. And liberals were only deluding
themselves if they thought Brezhnev’s trade deals represented any kind of ‘integration’:
The USSR lags behind the other CEMA states and even some developing countries in the use
of promising international co-operation . . . The biggest growth so far [has been in] grain
imports made possible by Western credits.
So now we have a trade deficit with the West. In 1973– 74 another factor emerged [namely] a
sharp rise in world prices of raw materials and oil, which led to a sharp rise in our hard currency
earnings . . . However, this situation is temporary and is not likely to last beyond the 1980s.43

In the event, oil prices and hard-currency earnings fell sharply in the mid-1980s, just as
Mikhail Gorbachev was coming to power.
Gorbachev’s great reforms: success and failure
After years of delay, of raising liberal hopes but then dashing them as powerful
conservatives fought to preserve the status quo, a new Russian leader took power and
launched sweeping reforms. Intellectuals were ecstatic, and enthusiastically backed liberal
changes in political, economic and cultural policies. Following decades of strict
censorship, the freedom of glasnost invigorated a Russian society that now sought to
reclaim its European vocation. Indeed, the genesis of these reforms was to a great extent
European, as they had been studied, debated and prepared by various academic and policy
experts heavily influenced by European and other Western models. Unfortunately,
‘Westernising’ Russia proved easier on paper than in practice as corruption, ethnic
nationalism and eventually conservative backlash saw the reforms sputter, halt and in
many areas retreat. The liberals – never more than a minority of the political-academic
elite – were ridiculed for their naı̈veté, blamed for their policy-making errors, and
ultimately pushed aside as a new conservative leader settled into power for the long run.
The preceding paragraph summarises the inception, implementation and ultimately
sad fate of Russia’s ‘Great Reforms’ of the mid-nineteenth century.44 It is an historic
analogy that, once glasnost shed some light on the careers of liberal foreign-policy
analysts during perestroika, quickly suggested itself and pointed toward the broad
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intellectual – not just economic or military – origins of Gorbachev’s reforms. And not just
origins, but also the fate of those reforms as well, particularly the collision of noble but
utopian ideals with harsh political and economic reality. In the case of Russia’s European
policy and hoped-for integration with Western Europe, both are clearly visible.
On the positive, inspirational side, Western Europe played several vital roles in
encouraging reform. It was Italy’s ‘Eurocommunists’ who helped Gorbachev shed Soviet
caricatures about European social democracy in the late 1970s. It was Britain’s Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher who first announced to the world that ‘we can do business’
with Gorbachev in 1984, even before he had become Soviet leader. It was France’s
President Francois Mitterrand who encouraged Gorbachev to be patient with President
Ronald Reagan in efforts to cut nuclear arms after failed US – Soviet summits in 1985 and
1986. And it was Spain’s Prime Minister Felipe Gonzalez who, throughout perestroika,
urged Gorbachev to continue liberalising reforms and set the example of a ‘socialist’
country’s successful democratisation after decades of dictatorship.45
These all came, of course, on top of the efforts of the new leader’s reformist advisers –
Chernyaev, Arbatov and many other formal and informal supporters from the ‘Westernising’
policy-academic elite – who had been comparing the EEC and CEMA, NATO and the
Warsaw Pact, Europe and Russia, for over two decades. And they certainly encouraged
Gorbachev’s ‘European’ instincts, though with geopolitical motivations uppermost at the
outset.46 Gorbachev himself, initially rebuffed by the conservative US President, was clearly
motivated in large measure by a desire to ‘split’ Europe from the Americans, to weaken the
NATO solidarity that presented a stubborn common front on political and arms-control
negotiations. He, and his liberal academic advisers, grew frustrated when his declaration of a
‘Common European Home’ and bold outreach across the continent did not bring swift
results.47 That deepening economic integration required fundamental domestic reforms, not
just political will, was still not broadly appreciated and Gorbachev’s advisers cursed their
luck that they had to craft a new European policy in the least propitious of circumstances, i.e.
with a trio of conservatives in power in the major European countries.48
A breakthrough came some time in early 1987. It had actually begun the previous year,
in April 1986, with the shock of the Chernobyl disaster which constituted a ‘cognitive
punch’ on multiple levels: on the futility of nuclear arms and the arms race when one nuclear
power plant accident could cause such chaos; on the reality of a ‘Common European Home’,
not just in the fall-out that drifted West, but the disaster aid and goodwill that flowed East;
and on the callousness of the command-industrial system that overlooked human safety for
gross output.49 Then in the fall of 1986, at the Reykjavik summit, Gorbachev advanced his
boldest concessions yet – including the medium-range nuclear missiles that frightened
Europe – and came close to an historic breakthrough. Now, in the Spring of 1987, he
delivered a closed-session speech at the Foreign Ministry where, inter alia, he bemoaned
both the arms race that drove Europe into America’s embrace and the economic and political
deadweight of East European regimes that could not survive without Soviet financial and
military backing. Also that Spring, Gorbachev met again with Thatcher during her state visit
to Moscow. Afterward he reported on the meeting to the ruling Politburo:
She focused on trust. She said, ‘The USSR has squandered the West’s faith and we don’t trust
you. You take grave actions lightly: Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Afghanistan. We couldn’t
imagine that you’d invade Czechoslovakia, but you did. The same with Afghanistan. We’re
afraid of you. If you remove your INF [intermediate-range nuclear forces], and the Americans
do too, then we’ll be completely defenceless before [your huge armies].’ That’s how she sees
it. She thinks we haven’t rejected the ‘Brezhnev doctrine’. Comrades, we have to think this
over. We can’t ignore these arguments.50
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That was for the Politburo, still a broadly conservative body. To his inner circle of liberal
advisers, Gorbachev declared:
I believe we haven’t studied Europe enough and don’t know it very well. We have to get up to
speed on it and educate our people . . . 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 . . . and we have to enter into 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 since our friends in CEMA are so involved there. We have to see Europe as it is. Take
the processes of integration, for example. Where is it advantageous for us, and where not? . . .
We have to plan our European policy seriously. Maybe we should set up a European Research
Centre. And remember: Western Europe is our basic partner . . . We really cannot get anything
done anywhere without Europe.51

A research centre was indeed set up; some 20 years after the US Institute was
established, along with institutes of Latin America, Africa, and so on, the Soviet Academy
of Sciences finally created an Institute of Europe in late 1987. And in a choice replete with
irony, the Director of the new Institute of Europe was to be Nikolai Shmelev – one of the
boldest, best-educated and most prescient liberal critics of the 1970s. At this time, Shmelev
had already become one of the most prominent new economists and known for criticising
the timidity of perestroika’s economic reforms.52 Indeed, Gorbachev soon launched (in late
1987 –8) a series of measures that market-oriented economists applauded: new regulations
on enterprise autonomy and self-financing; legalisation of private ‘co-operative’
enterprises; and, finally, legalisation of joint ventures with foreign (capitalist) businesses.
But for the broader Soviet economy, and for ties with Europe, these measures proved
too little to overcome the systemic resistance (and certain powerful personal interests)
in the centrally planned behemoth. They were, in the circumstances of 1987 –8, too timid
to establish a healthy market sector, or to promote any meaningful foreign integration, and
only succeeded in weakening the state-planned sector. Indeed, Shmelev’s decade-old
criticism of conflating selective trade deals and technology imports with real integration
applied directly to Gorbachev’s own well-meaning but limited perspective on Europe:
‘Utilize the scientific and technological potential of Western Europe’ and ‘See where
integration is advantageous for us, and where not.’ Soviet Europeanists writing at this time
focused on security – mention of economic issues was at best secondary, with integration
barely mentioned – as expectations ranged from ‘an end to military blocs’ to ‘a European
power centre independent of the U.S.’ Zubok has characterised Gorbachev’s outlook on
Europe as ‘slogans more than realistic policies, a curious combination of Soviet (almost
Khrushchevian) historic optimism and newly liberated political imagination’.53 That is
certainly accurate, and we might merely add that it was similarly Khrushchevian in its
failure to grasp the substance of integration and a common market.
Politically, however, it was another matter. Europe was indeed the route by which
Gorbachev ‘came to know the other world’, as Chernyaev recalled. But it became something
more as well, a powerful lodestar – for some of the personal as well as political ties noted –
that was crucial in effecting a kind of reversal of perestroika’s moving forces. If détente with
Europe and the West began as a domestic necessity, to gain space for overdue reforms at
home, then it soon became necessary to press liberal reforms at home in order to pursue
détente with Europe and the West. To clarify, consider another of Gorbachev’s reflections on
the arguments of Thatcher and other European leaders; even if arms treaties were concluded,
and other issues resolved, the Europeans argued that the problem of trust would remain:
You have no democracy, so there’s no control over the government. It does what it wants. You
stress the will of your people, that they don’t want war, but they’re denied the means to
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express this will. Let’s say we trust you personally, but if you’re gone tomorrow, then what?
. . . We had to think long and hard to grasp that human rights are an extraterritorial, all-human
value, and to understand that [without democracy] we’d ever achieve real trust in foreign
relations.54

Gorbachev fully expected that with the slashing of arms and deep cuts in nuclear
weapons, the threat of war would recede and some kind of East –West convergence would
follow the dissolution of tensions and military blocs. With his initial 1960s-vintage faith in
‘market socialism’ and expectation that once certain obstacles were removed his reforms
would ‘work without a hitch’, Gorbachev similarly believed that in declaring a ‘common
European home’ he had launched a process leading toward economic as well as political
integration. Alas, Soviet conservatives understood better than liberals the fragility of their
system and its structural incompatibility with the West.
As in the past, Europe attracted, excited and inspired Russian reformers – but more an
imaginary or idealised Europe than the real one. And the real Europe, as in the past, would
confuse, disappoint and ultimately leave its Russian admirers frustrated and discredited.
The reformers did achieve what had long been judged near impossible – the swift and
peaceful end of the Cold War, and the democratisation of Eastern Europe and the USSR –
and in this Western Europe’s inspiration was key. Yet they would ultimately fail in the
main task they’d set themselves – to save their country – and their Westernising vocation
would consequently be set back by decades.

Conclusion: Russian and European visions
This, of course, is far from the entire story of Russia’s failed perestroika-era turn to the
West and Russian liberals’ dreams of a ‘common European home’. Our focus has been on
Soviet domestic politics, considering foreign policy mainly as Gorbachev’s ‘new thinking’
proceeded from domestic political-intellectual change. But ‘socialist visions’ can be read
two ways, and the perceptions and policies of Russia’s Western partners in that would-be
common European home were vital too; Western views of socialism, of Soviet reforms
and of the prospects for détente and integration, played a key part in policies that
contributed to that failed integration as well.
Notwithstanding British Prime Minister Thatcher’s early willingness ‘to do business
with Mr Gorbachev’, hers was a lone and singular position; it was not initially shared by
key Western leaders such as German Chancellor Helmut Kohl or US President Ronald
Reagan, and in the event focused mainly on the prospects of military détente while dubious
of Gorbachev’s pursuit of domestic reforms that preserved essential aspects of state
control or socialist egalitarianism. Their Cold War-ingrained scepticism about socialism’s
reformability (hardened by personal experience as privatising free-marketeers) meant that
rhetorical support of Soviet liberalisation was matched neither by significant diplomatic
flexibility nor major economic support. Thatcher, Mitterrand, Kohl and Gonzalez
encouraged Gorbachev to be patient and go further, and he did, to the extent that by late
1989 –90 he was savaged by domestic critics’ charges that he had basically nothing – no
corresponding Western military concessions, no significant Western economic aid – to
show for it.
It is indeed astounding that at this time key Western policy-makers, such as the
Director of the US Central Intelligence Agency, still doubted Gorbachev’s seriousness and
cautioned that perestroika might yet turn out to be a ‘ruse’ to entice the West into letting
down its guard.55 Unrestrained glasnost, multi-candidate elections to a new parliament,
open borders and deep arms cuts might all be a ruse? This testifies to the deleterious effect
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of their own ‘socialist visions’ – unwavering scepticism about socialism’s reformability,
denial that the Communist system could produce a liberal leader, and disbelief that global
‘new thinking’ could be also motivated by ideas rather than simply military-economic
pressure – leading to the tragedy of Gorbachev’s fruitless pleading with European leaders
for an infusion of perestroika-saving aid as those leaders now switched their bets to the
free-market promises of Boris Yeltsin.
These bets would prove ill-founded as Gorbachev’s successor was soon revealed as no
more capable – indeed, spectacularly incapable – of managing a free-market transition.
(Tens of billions were showered in vain on Yeltsin’s Russia, a fraction of which could have
provided decisive aid to perestroika.) Also revealed as spectacularly ill-advised were the
shock therapy, ‘privatise uber alles’ tenets of those Western advisers and policy-makers
who had led the embrace of Yeltsin. And perhaps most devastating, after so much
scepticism of Gorbachev’s ‘liberal credentials’, was the fate of Russian democracy under
his successor. From media, ministries and Parliament for rent to the highest bidder, to an
economy of mass impoverishment for the benefit of the corrupt and criminal, popular faith
in Western-style democracy – and in Russia’s larger Western vocation – was now
definitively shattered.56
Ironies abound, not least that it was Yeltsin whose electoral-constitutional
manipulations – in contrast to the principled Gorbachev – paved the way for Putin. Or
that the West’s scepticism about ideas in the face of power helped ensure that, in shaping
the post-Cold War world, power again trumped (chiefly by rapidly expanding NATO,
treating Russia as a supplicant and ignoring its legitimate security interests).57 Thus in
important ways it was as much the selfishness and short-sightedness of Western statesmen
as the naı̈veté and clumsiness of Russian leaders that crippled Russia’s latest ‘great
reforms’ and hoped-for integration with the liberal-democratic West. We have detailed the
latter – the idealism, ignorance and general immaturity of these ‘socialist visions of
Europe’ – in this article. Let us conclude, for the sake of historical accuracy and potential
future lessons, that the West’s ‘socialist visions’ were perhaps equally ideological,
ignorant and responsible for the failure to build a space of actual pan-European
co-operation: a ‘common European home’.
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