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The year 1989 stands out in retrospect as the most hopeful moment in the life of a 
generation. Those who lived through it – those who voted in the first democratic elections 
in Warsaw, or took to the streets in Prague, or embraced at the Wall in Berlin, or those 
who devoured newspapers every morning in the eager anticipation of yet another 
‘miracle’ – remember that year as a turning point on the road to a brighter future, away 
from the divisions of the Cold War. But what did 1989 mean to one of its chief architects, 
the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, and what role did he play in these events?  

Historians credit Gorbachev with a willingness to end the infamous Brezhnev doctrine of 
interventionism. The conventional argument is that whereas his predecessors were willing 
to crack down when Soviet power came under threat (as in Budapest in 1956, in Prague in 
1968, or in Afghanistan in 1979), Gorbachev was personally ‘averse’ to the use of force, and 
would not prop up failing regimes through armed intervention. There is something to be 
said for Gorbachev’s aversion to force, but the argument can be taken too far. The Soviet 
leader realized very well that his options in Eastern Europe were limited. Over the years, the 
Soviet clients had amassed debts to Western financial institutions. Heavy borrowing was the 
policy of choice for deeply unpopular autocrats who had hoped to prolong their regimes’ life 
expectancies by filling the shelves with foreign goods bought on credit.  

So, then, the question for Gorbachev was not so much ‘intervene or not’ but ‘intervene – 
and then what’? The Soviet Union, he argued, could not pay off Poland’s debts, nor, for that 
matter, Hungary’s. The Soviet Union could not afford to keep Eastern Europe afloat.1   And 
then, there was something else, too. Upon assuming power in the USSR, Gorbachev set out 
to end Moscow’s growing international isolation by staking out a claim to moral leadership 
on issues like nuclear disarmament and non-interventionism. He sought to bring the Soviet 
misadventure in Afghanistan to a conclusion because he deemed it incompatible with the 
moral stand that he had sought to project. In Europe, Gorbachev advocated the idea of a 
“Common European Home,” which entailed dismantling the Cold War blocs. These ideas 
were central to his understanding of his own, and his country’s, role in history. Undermining 
them through rash interventions in Eastern Europe seemed senseless and threatened to 
undercut Gorbachev’s standing globally and strengthen the conservatives on the home 
front.  



Gorbachev in Malta 

As the familiar world crumbled around him, Gorbachev reached out to President George 
H.W. Bush. Their fateful meeting in Malta in December 1989 – just weeks after the fall of 
the Berlin Wall – has been described by historians as the moment the Cold War finally 
ended. The reality is more complicated. The records of the Malta summit make for 
fascinating reading precisely because they show that although each side understood that 
the Cold War was ending, the two sides had very different views on what this actually meant 
for the world.  

Already in the lead-up to Malta, Gorbachev had voiced mounting frustration with what he 
perceived as American arrogance in global politics, and Washington’s seeming 
determination to impose its ‘values’ on the post-Cold War world. “The Americans are having 
a hard time comprehending the new world, new values,” he told Canadian Prime Minister 
Brian Mulroney shortly before his meeting with Bush. “They still have strong pretensions to 
be a world gendarme, aspirations to impose their opinion onto others, attempts to 
dictate.”2 The Americans, he told the Italian Premier Giulio Andreotti, “are trying to 
convince their public opinion that the US won in the ‘Cold War,’ (and) that therefore their 
policy was correct.”3 Why was it, Gorbachev wondered, that the United States set itself up 
as the golden standard of freedom: surely, freedom predated America. It was a universal 
human value (which the Soviet leader now purported to share) – it was in no sense 
America’s gift to the world.  

That same undertone was evident in Gorbachev’s reproaches to Bush during the Malta 
summit. He in particular took issue with the US readiness to intervene on behalf of clients 
(for example, in the Philippines) or against supposedly sovereign leaders (for example, in 
Panama). These actions did not seem so dissimilar from what the Soviets used to do in their 
own sphere of influence. “In the Soviet Union, people ask: the fact that these are sovereign 
countries – is this not a barrier for the United States? Why does the U.S. arrange a trial, 
reach a verdict, and carry it out by itself?”4 He even accused the US President of replacing 
the Brezhnev doctrine with an equally unpalatable Bush doctrine. Bush did not understand 
this line of reasoning – or at least he pretended not to. For him, the matter was clear-cut. 
America stood for freedom. Freedom won. Therefore, America won. What was there to 
debate?  

 

Gorbachev, by contrast, refused to acknowledge that anyone had won or lost the Cold War. 
Instead, he peddled the notion that it was the Cold War itself that “lost” the Cold War.There 
was in other words a mismatch between Bush’s and Gorbachev’s expectations of the post-
Cold War world, and this portended troubles for the future. The Soviet leader was happy to 
embrace freedom and democracy. But he was definitely not happy to embrace the global US 
hegemony that has attached itself to these concepts.  

 



The German question 

 

In late 1989 – early 1990, Gorbachev’s blurry vision of a ‘common European home’ came up 
against the reality of a rapidly changing geopolitical situation in Eastern Europe. The central 
issue was, not unexpectedly, the question of Germany. The breach of the Berlin Wall 
hastened the meltdown of the ineffective East German state, and its once formidable 
Communist party. Thousands of people voted with their feet by crossing over to the West, 
taking the struggling ‘workers’ paradise’ to the brink of collapse. West German Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl saw in these developments an opportunity to reunify Germany by annexing the 
moribund German Democratic Republic. But that raised the question of Soviet intentions. 
With some three hundred thousand Soviet troops stationed in Germany, Gorbachev had a 
veto on the question of reunification. But would he exercise this veto? 

 

The answer to this question depended on what would happen to united Germany. 
Gorbachev initially refused to countenance the idea of it joining NATO. He generally 
believed that Cold War-era alliances were becoming irrelevant and looked forward to NATO 
and the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact being replaced with pan-European security architecture 
based on the Helsinki process that had been the marker of superpower détente. Bush, 
however, was determined to preserve NATO as the only viable long-term guarantee of 
American military presence in Europe. It was indeed Bush who pressured Kohl to insist on 
Germany’s continued membership in NATO. Bush and Kohl then effectively conspired to 
impose this solution on Gorbachev. “We can’t let the Soviets clutch victory from the jaws of 
defeat,” Bush famously told the Chancellor during their meeting at Camp David on February 
24, 1990.5  

 

Some private assurances were made in the process. Secretary of State James Baker 
promised Gorbachev that, once Germany reunified, NATO’s jurisdiction would not extend 
“one inch eastward.”6 This promise would later serve as the starting point for Moscow’s 
accusation that the West had reneged on the commitment not to enlarge NATO into Eastern 
Europe.   What matters here is how Gorbachev himself understood the situation: was he 
being naïve, and allowing himself to be misled by the Americans and the West Germans 
over the question of Europe’s security architecture and the Soviet role in it? The 
documentary record shows that Gorbachev, far from displaying naïveté, was acutely aware 
that the Soviet Union was being pushed out of Europe. But he had little recourse.  

 



In the winter of 1990 Gorbachev’s domestic problems – already numerous – significantly 
multiplied. The miners were on strike. The shelves stood empty. The country was being 
pulled apart by forces of centrifugal nationalism. The Baltics wanted out. There was ethnic 
violence in Azerbaijan. Most consequentially, nationalism was on the rise in Russia itself. 
Fueled by economic discontents and the political ambitions of Gorbachev’s nemesis Boris 
Yeltsin (and his burgeoning ranks of supporters), the prospect of Russia’s independence put 
the survival of the Soviet Union itself in question. Gorbachev, then, had a weak hand to play 
in the negotiations over the future of Germany. What could he do – order the tanks into the 
streets? But that brought back the long-familiar dilemma: and then what? Gorbachev was 
not naïve. He was powerless – all the more powerless after the East German elections on 
March 18, 1990 resulted in a landslide for Kohl’s Christian Democrats, giving the Chancellor 
the public mandate to push through with unification.  

Gorbachev folds 

Mikhail Gorbachev had a favorite Greek philosopher – Heraclitus. He liked the latter’s tenet: 
“everything flows, everything changes.” Gorbachev cited this refrain on numerous occasions 
to rationalize policies that, by earlier Soviet standards, amounted to heresy and betrayal. 
Gorbachev sought to transform the world and position Moscow as its moral leader. At its 
heart Gorbachev envisioned a post-Cold War Europe, where the Soviet Union would play a 
major part as not just a global but, crucially, a European power. Gorbachev was not the first 
Soviet leader to hard-sell his ‘European’ identity. Brezhnev, for instance, also deemed 
himself first and foremost a ‘European’. But Gorbachev went much further than the rest in 
embracing European-ness as a replacement for the ideological divisions of the Cold War era.  

What he discovered was while there was considerable enthusiasm in post-Cold War Europe 
for European unity, there was much less enthusiasm for anchoring the Soviet Union, 
however reformed, in that transformed Europe. There was very little scope for Soviet 
leadership here. At the turn of the 1990s, the Soviet Union was a crumbling colossus 
plagued by economic problems, ethnic tensions, and political uncertainties. Rather than 
wait for the Soviet Union to reinvent itself, former Soviet clients in Eastern Europe 
discovered a better option: turning to prosperous and democratic Europe at their doorstep. 
Europe did not need to be reinvented with Soviet participation because there was already a 
viable Europe in place when Gorbachev arrived on the scene. Thus, the idea of a ‘common 
European home’ crashed with a thud.  

 

Already in the spring of 1990 – seeing his dream of a different Europe fade into 
insignificance – Gorbachev began to probe the Americans about Soviet membership in 
NATO. As he told James Baker in May 1990, “You say NATO is not directed against us, that 
it’s just a defence structure. So we’ll propose to join NATO…   I think in the current situation 
you should not leave us in solitude.”7 The Soviet Union had first explored the idea of joining 
NATO in 1954 – but that was clearly intended as a ploy to undermine the alliance. Not this 
time. Gorbachev simply wanted a seat at the table. Understanding that he was too weak to 
be counted among the creators of the new post-Cold War world, he wanted to be at least a 
full-fledged participant. His pleas were rebuffed.  



 

The story of Gorbachev and 1989 is ultimately a story of misplaced expectations. The Soviet 
leader played for high stakes. He wanted to reinvent his country, and assert a new kind of 
leadership on the global stage. At the same time, he hoped to preserve Soviet influence in a 
transformed Europe, and to maintain what he called a ‘balance of interests’ with the United 
States. But a balance of interests was out of reach in the absence of a balance of power. The 
Greek Gorbachev should have paid more attention to was not Heraclitus but his near 
contemporary Thucydides, who memorably recounted the dialogue between the defenders 
of the Island of Melos and a much more powerful Athenian force. “The strong,” said the 
Athenians, “exact what they can.” “The weak grant what they must.” 
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Would you like to react? 
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