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GORBACHEV’S
NEXT MOVE

Adapted from “The New Soviet Approach to Secu-
rity,” by Matthew Evangelista, in the Fall issue of
World Policy Journal. Evangelista teaches Sowviet
and world politics at the University of Michigan.

h/ likhail Gorbachev's persistent search for
a U.S.-Soviet arms control compromise suggests
that such an accord remains an important part
of his approach to the Soviet Union’s economic
and security problems. His optimal solution
would probably include a comprehensive U.S.-
Soviet settlement along the lines he originally
proposed in January 1986 and pursued at the
Reykjavik summit: halting the arms race in
space in exchange for substantial reductions in
nuclear and conventional weapons. Despite the
major concessions the Soviets have offered,
however, the Reagan Administration has of-
fered very little in return. With Reagan standing
firm on Star Wars, it seems that any major
agreement will have to be on his terms. The Ad-
ministration, and many U.S. observers, reason-
ing that the Soviet Union needs an agreement
more than the United States does, seem confi-
dent that Gorbachev must eventually accept
Star Wars. But that thinking is based on a mis-
taken understanding of the relationship be-
tween Gorbachev’s economic and security
needs. Signing a Reagan-style agreement is only
one of his options, and it would do little to solve
the domestic problems that have inspired his
disarmament diplomacy.

The current impasse leaves Gorbachev with
three basic options in the realm of security. He
could abandon negotiations with Washington as
futile, yield to Soviet hawks, and engage in an
unbridled arms race at the expense of economic
modemization. This option would yield the So-
viets little benefit. Although in principle Gor-
bachev could justify putting aside his ambitious
economic plans because of U.S. intransigence
and an increased military threat, in practice the
costs to his personal prestige, to the Soviet
economy, and to the Soviet people would be in-
tolerably high.

As a second security option, Gorbachev could
accept the arms deal that Reagan continues to
offer. But as Geneva and Reykjavik have
shown, Gerbachev does not accept Reagan's
definition of a good arms control agreement:
namely, lower ceilings on offensive forces in ex-
change for legitimizing the development of stra-
tegic defenses, thereby channeling the arms race
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into space. Signing such an accord would be
plausible for Gorbachev only if he were under
intense internal pressure to cut a deal with the
Americans. In fact, a Reagan-style agreement
would probably be most useful to Gorbachev's
opponents as a way to justify a military buildup,
especially in defensive weapons.

In the end, Gorbachev is unlikely to sign such
an accord because it would only exacerbate So-
viet economic difficulties. This is something
that Reagan Administration officials seem to get
backward: They commonly argue that the Sovi-
ets’ economic troubles will drive them to make
the kind of arms control agreement the White
House wants. In fact, such an agreement could
impose great costs on the Soviet economy. In
contrast to Gorbachev's disarmament initiative,
which would reduce nuclear and conventional
forces and prevent an arms race in space, the
current American proposals would encourage
the Soviets to match Star Wars, continue nucle-
ar testing, deploy sea-launched cruise missiles,
pursue further modemization of tactical nuclear
forces, and invest in advanced-technology con-
ventional weapons. The U.S. proposals are not
arms control, and certainly would not save the
Soviets any money. The way for the Soviet
Union to revitalize its economy is not to endorse
continued military competition through this
kind of arms control but to reduce defense ex-
penditures and seek outside sources of technol-
ogy and trade.

This is the objective that seems to drive Gor-
bachev’s disarmament diplomacy, and it helps
explain why his focus is far broader than the ne-
gotiating table at Geneva or Reykjavik. In a
September 1986 interview with the Czech news-
paper Rudé Prdvo, Gorbachev addressed the im-
pact of military spending on the economy.
Referring to possible “attempts to i
the U.S.S.R. economically by means of an arms
race,” he stated that the Soviets would do every-
thing possible to prevent this, acting on the dip-
lomatic, military, political, propaganda, and,
“above all, the economic” level. If we are weak
economically, Gorbachev argued, “the pressure
from the enemies of socialism intensifies.” But if
“we become stronger, more solid economically,
the interest of the capitalist world in normal re-
lations with us will grow.” These are not the
words of a person willing to abandon his plans
for economic revival in order to engage in an all-
out arms race with the United States.

As a third option, then, Gorbachev could re
fuse to follow what he calls “the absurd Ameri-
can logic of armaments” and pursue multilateral
security agreements in Europe and Asia, relying
on unilateral restraint and improved trade rela-
tions to create a strong domestic economy. This
option could also include continuing formal ne-



gotiations with the Reagan Administration, so
as not to alienate U.S. and European public
opinion, even if there is little hope of an
agreement.

This is not to say that unilateral restraint
would be an easy option for Gorbachev to
adopt. Yet there is evidence to suggest that he
might, evidence that can be found not only in
the policy writings of Soviet academics but also
in the statements of senior military officers.
Marshal Ogarkov, for example, the former chief
of the general staff, has argued that the two su-
perpowers have “created a surplus of military
and especially nuclear capabilities.” The logical
implication of such a statement is that the Sovi-
ets need not be so concerned about maintaining
an exact numerical parity with the United
States in nuclear weapons but rather could af-
ford to risk unilateral reductions. The unilateral
test ban Gorbachev has maintained since Au-
gust 1985 and his proposal to dismantle Soviet
SS-20s without compensatory cuts in British
and French nuclear forces may reflect the influ-
ence of this kind of thinking.

This more sophisticated approach also seems
to be guiding the Soviets’ ideas about how to re-
spond to Star Wars. Evidently, some of Gorba-
chev’s top advisers have explained to him what
is quite obvious to many American experts: It
will be much cheaper to defeat a Star Wars sys-
tem than to build one. As Gorbachev pointed
out at the Geneva summit in 1985, “Our answer
[to Star Wars] will be effective, less costly,
and can be carried out in a shorter time.”
And the Soviets could undertake these inexpen-
sive countermeasures to SDI without sacrific-

ing their domestic economic ob-

jectives

It Gorbachev means what he says, he may fo-
cus Soviet resources directly on economic re-
form in the civilian sector at the expense of the
military programs—regardless of what the Unit-
ed States does. Rebuilding a civilian technologi-
cal base would in turn strengthen Moscow’s
future military potential. Gorbachev may also
be taking into account the likelihood of in-
creased conflict within NATO over Star Wars if
the Soviets reject the “logic” of the arms race
and refuse to build a space-based defense of their
own.

Thus, even in the absence of a “grand com-
promise” agreement with the United States—
major reductions in Soviet land-based missiles
in return for the abandonment of Star Wars—
Gorbachev could be willing to pursue many of
his disarmament initiatives in the expectation
that they would yield substantial political and
economic dividends. This consideration makes
Gorbachev’s conciliatory overtures toward
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Western Europe and the Pacific all the more
central to his security policy and his plans for
economic revival. Improved relations with Chi-
na, for example, may permit large reductions in
Soviet military forces along the Sino-Soviet bor-
der. Gorbachev would also like to stanch the
“bleeding wound,” as he has characterized Af.
ghanistan. Moreover, he is eager to decrease th
perception of a Soviet threat in West
rope, hoping that an easing of tensic
could allow for some reduction i
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