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Freedon1 of choice under conditions of unqualified compliance with the 
generally respected norms of international law ... this 1:r; the only possible 
j(mndation for the construction of a common European house ... J 

At.S. Gorbaclzev said that the CPSU, by the ~vay of selfcritique [v poriadke 
samokritiki}, should accept re,\ponsibility for the fact that evet)1thing was 
evaluated from the position of "a single model': And any search for new 
solwions was regarded as "revisionism" and "deviations from the 
principles''. 2 



Introduction 
. . ... : ... : . : : . ·. :. · . .-:. 

The topic of this study is the evolution ofSoviet thinking on rela
tions between socialist countries fron1 • the . introduction of the 
"Brezhnev Doctrine" after the Warsaw Pact countries' intervention 
in Czechoslovakia in August 1968, to late 1989. The focus of the 
analysis is on Soviet relations with the countries of the '~socialist 
con1monwealth ~· - which at the beginning of the period meant the 
Soviet Union together with its allies in Eastern Europe in addition to 
the Mongolian People's Republic. Later Cuba and Vietnarn becan1e 
me1nbers of the group. My study~ however, is pritnarily concerned 
with Soviet thinking on Soviet relations with the socialist countries 
of Eastern Europe. 

The Soviet reaction to the recent developments in Eastern 
Europe, where Poland and Hungary are developing rapidly towards 
market-oriented den1ocratic pluralistic societies of the western type, 
and where the wave of reforms now encon1passes even the Gern1an 
Democratic Republic and Bulgaria, clearly indicates a fundanlen-:
tal1y new Soviet approach to intra- WTO affairs. Soviet relations 
with the other "'fraternal'' countries seen1 to be in a state of flux. The 
limits of Soviet tolerance~ even with regard to the question of WTO 
men1bership and the Eastern European countries' foreign policy 
orientation, are unclear. The Soviet "theory" described in this study, 
moreover, whose constituent parts had direct policy relevance in 
defining the nature of the Soviet Union's relationship with its 
sn1aller allies, no longer appears as an important instrument in 
Soviet policy towards these countries. What follows, therefore, is a 
discussion of the evolution of the Soviet theory of "socialist 
international relations'' until its quiet and hopefully final death in 
1989. 

The study does not ain1 at a cornprehensive exainination of the 
topic - important aspects of Soviet theory on socialist international 
relations are not included in the analysis. I have chosen to focus on a 
set of four elements which I think constituted the backbone of the 
theory of Hlimited independence" implicit in the "Brezhnev 
Doctrine": ""socialist internationalisn1", "comtnon interests of 
socialisn1", "general Jaws of socialist construction" and the theory 
of "convergence" (sblizhenie) between socialist states. Three of th~se 
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elen1ents were often discussed in terms of their relationship to other 
parts of Soviet theory of inter-state relations .:... ·. ''socialist inter~ 
nationalisn1" versus the "'general democratic principles of interna
tional relations'', national interests of particular socialist countries as 
opposed to the con1n1on interests of socialisn1, and gen~rallaws of 
socialist construction versus specific national conditions. · · 

The above elements were parts of a basically stable doctrine 
during the 1970s and first half of the 1980s. The discussion in the 
last part of the study will trace their evolution since Gorbachev's 
accession to power in March 1985, and will seek to clarify to what 
degree Soviet statements during that period departed from previous 
assumptions in these fields, or whether the reevaluation under way 
did not touch on the fundan1entals of the doctrine. · · 

Only to a lin1ited degree do I seek to answer the question of what 
caused change in Soviet thinking. I present, however, some tentative 
reflections on the causes and the significance of the evolution in 
Soviet thinking for Soviet relations with Eastern Europe, focusing 
n1ainly on the signaling function of the theory as expressed in Soviet 
statetnents, and its role in legiti1nizing Soviet behaviour. I have also 
included some thoughts about the nature of the evolving Soviet..; 
East European relationship in the era of "perestroika" and "new 
political thinking". · 

A discussion of the evolution of Soviet thinking on socialist 
international relations should ideally be combined with an analysis 
of patterns of Soviet behaviour during the san1e period. Relating 
ideological developn1ents to Soviet foreign policy behaviour, it 
would be possible to explore the causal relationship between 
ideological developn1ents and Soviet policy in the region, and the 
question of the causes and in1plications of the evolution of Soviet 
thinking could be addressed Inore substantially. Considering the 
Soviet habit of using ideology to legitimize Soviet policy towards 
other socialist countries, however, I think that an analysis limited to 
the evolution of Soviet thinking is of interest in its own right. I will 
argue that reinterpretations of in1portant parts of the doctrine 
reflected changes in Soviet policy priorities in the region. 

The evolution towards multi-party democracy in Poland and 
Hungary during 1989 proceeded at a pace which no one was able to 
foresee only a few months ago. As to the pace of recent 

6 



developn1ents in East Germany, they W{!r~ hardly anticipated by 
anybody, either in the West or in the Soviet Union.J The Soviets now 
faced the necessity of either adjustillg the . doctrine to a 
fundan1entally new situation in Soviet-East European relations, or 
of discarding the "theory, altogether. They seem to have chosen the 
latter alternative. In fac.t, there is little trace of the old doctrine in 
recent Soviet statements about the nature of Soviet relations with 
the other WTO countries. When dealing with Eastern Europe, the 
Soviets now tend to use a "pragn1atic" language, which is more in 
tune with the universalist approach of the '"new political thinking". 
It also lacks the subtleties, prohibitions and policy recommendation 
inherent in the previous theory of socialist international relations~ 

* * * 
The study is based on articles in Soviet journals and newspapers and 
on staternents of Soviet officials at various levels of authority. The 
n1ore in1portant journals have been searched systematically for the 
period under review. I have also consulted a lin1ited number of 
Soviet books on the topic. While I have examined a large number of 
articles and Soviet statetnents, I only present for closer scrutiny 
those which either appeared as typical of dominant trends, or which 
advanced views which differ significantly from the mainstream 
interpretation of a particular point. · 

Whereas the discussion of the origin of the HBrezhnev Doctrine" 
and the state of the theory in the 1970s is organized along then1atic 
lines, the parts dealing with the Gorbachev period take a chrono:.. 
logical approach. This is due to the basic stability of Soviet thinking 
in the 1970s with regard to the four points mentioned above, while 
the gradual en1ergence of new interpretations after 1985 n1ade the 
sequence of events n1ore significant. · 
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la Soviet theory: 
Specialist: and Ueaderslhip statements 
To make sense of the role of the theory or doctrine of socialist 
international relations, one should have in n1ind its strictly nonna
tive character. The significance of the doctrine lay in its policy 
implications - it was hardly con1prehensible as a "theory" in the 
western sense of that word. Nor were dearly defined terms part of 
the theory - the implications of the elements constituting the 
doctrine often appeared by reference to son1e historical event. For 
this reason interpretations of the past were at the core of the theory 
of socialist international relations. 

One important function of ideology in relations between socialist 
states was to foster cohesion and control by assuring that the 
national regin1es adhered to a set of rules of the gatne in the conduct 
of domestic policies and foreign affairs in generaL~ The theory of 
socialist international relations had the additional specific purpose 
of creating rules for interaction between the socialist states. 
Statements of the current state of the doctrine often in1plied Soviet 
preferences on policy n1atters, and 1night define limits of Soviet 
tolerance on controversial or critical topics. The in1portance of this 
signalling effect of n1essages etnanating fron1 Moscow for the 
evolution of events in Eastern Europe at critical stages became 
apparent during the Soviet succession periods in 1953-57, 1964-
69, and during the last years of Brezhnev's rule. In each of these 
cases, confusing or contradictory signals to the East European 
leaders and public may have contributed to the fonnation of acute 
challenges to the ruling regimes in East European . countries.s As a 
result of these experiences, the fear of creating ideological 
confusion that could spur uncontrolled political developments in 
Eastern Europe n1ay have reinforced Soviet reluctance to undertake 
reformulations of the theory of socialist international relations. 

As part of its signalling role the theory created a terminology for 
dealing with relations between socialist regin1es. Some key notions 
of the doctrine acquired a con1plex n1eaning of their own, which 
could be evoked by the Soviet leadership to send some urgent 
signals to their allies or foreign observers.6 
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Even if one believes that "the preoccupation with power has long 
eclipsed the role of ideology in [Soviet] policy making"? the 
doctrine also had an obvious role in legitin1izing Soviet .policy in the 
region. In the words of one author, ... 

the docuine is still the one source of legitimacy of the power of the party 
and its global (U]Jirations, and doctrinal fonnulmions are all important to 

justify po/icie~~ a priori and ex post facto.s . · . .. 

The gradual developn1ent of the forn1ulations constituting the 
Brezhnev Doctrine fron1 March 1968 may have been designed to 
supply this kind of a priori theoretical justification for the even~ 
tua1ity of a WTO invasion. 

lt may be assmned that important doctrinal changes needed the 
explicit or implicit approval by the leader or the leadership group. 
This did not necessarily n1ean that all publicly expressed views on 
socialist international relations reflected leadership opinions- this is 
clearly not the case in the current situation of relative intellectual 
plurality. It should be possible, however, . to point out trends in the 
process of reeva1uation reflecting deliberations on the foreign policy 
n1aking leveL 

The last few years have seen a growing diversity of the views of 
Soviet officials, specialists1 and n1edia commentators on Soviet 
relations with Eastern Europe. Sin1ultaneously with a don1inant 
trend toward rethinking or abandoning parts of the doctrine, 
traditionalist or conservative views are still being expressed. This 
development obviously makes 1nore acute the general problem of 
evaluating the significance of particular statements. 

Although there tnay be differences over the interpretation and 
eventual significance of various statements by the top party or 
foreign policy leadership, their . function in conveying leadership 
opinion is hardly open to dispute .. The situation is less clear for 
media staten1ents by persons not . directly involved in the task of 
officially formulating or executing Soviet foreign policy. It was not 
always apparent to what degree tnedia statements actually reflected 
opinions at the top of the political hierarchy, or were consciously 
used to signal leadership preferences to son1e target group in the 
Soviet Union or abroad. 
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A comment earlier this year in Mirovaia ekonontika i mezhduna
rodnye otnosheniia, the journal of a major Academy institute dealing 
with international affairs, indicates that even today, when the range 
of views being expressed has significantly increased; specialists' 
statements have wider significance than just conveying a personal 
point of view. It also illustrates the relationship between the ability 
of singular authors to express their own opinion and the need of an 
authoritative journal to convey a general line on doctrinally or 
politically itnportant points. 

In a discussion of current in tern a tional affairs, Izvestia foreign 
affairs con1n1entator Aleksandr Bovin argued that class struggle, as 
manifested in the contradiction between the socialist and the 
capitalist systems~ is still the fundamental factor · in international 
relations, the need to find common solutions for pressing problerns 
notwithstanding.9 ln the following issue of the journal an editorial 
criticized Bovin's opinions,. stating as the opinion of the editors and 
the responsible publisher that an analysis of international relations 
could no longer work within a framework based on the notion of 
class struggle and contradiction between the two socio-political 
systen1s. 1 o 

Soviet scientists themselves are keen1y aware of the special 
limitations which, particularly in the pre-1985 period, strictly cir
cumscribed discussions in sensitive fields like Soviet-East European 
relations. In the euphemistic language which still characterizes 
much of Soviet political debate1 Aleksandr Bovin once pointed to 
the "'sharp corners" (ostrye ugly) which threatened to ''destroy the 
fabric of the analysis,., and make the discussion in scholarly articles 
"less convincing". In addition, there was the lack of historical 
distance. "Occasionally", according to Bovin, Soviet scientists did 
not succeed in correctly combining evaluations of current interest 
and political relevance "with conclusions of a more general nature.n 
And, the author added, "one cannot avoid the fact that scientific 
studies have to consider the need for political delicacy." tl This was 
the case not only in the study of Soviet-East European relations: 
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original thinking and differences of opinion, toward evetytlzing lvhich did 
not collude with the opinions of the "leadership" or which distinguished 
itself- or still more contradicted official documents or speeches. 12 . • 

Bovin's remarks n1ay serve to illun1inate the process by which 
Soviet specialists' studies were structured to the needs of . the 
customers, i.e. the top policy makers.D Contrasting specialist 
images might therefore be taken to .· represent what Franklin 
Griffiths called "broad variations in the corporate political interests 
and policy preferences of the regime." 14 .· It was not primarily a 
matter of the specialists' personal beliefs or preferences: · . .. 

What we have before us is evidence not so much of subjective as of lvhat 
may be called transactional perceptions and preferences - stared beliefs 
and prediJ]Jositions 1/zat may or nzay not cmrespond accurately to 
subjective thinking, and that are the product more of influence and polver 
relationships than of an unfettered search for the true and ptope1~ 15 

Griffiths views the relationship between senior policy n1akers and 
specialists as a two-way influence partnership. The party apparatus 
signalled its preferences and requirements to the specialists, who in 
their turn were endowed with the task of structuring and evaluating 
incoming information for use by the sa1ne senior politicians. During 
the Brezhnev period it was safe to treat authoritative specialist 
opinions as correlated with leadership preferences.l6 

The post-1985 situation has con1plicated the task of evaluating 
the significance of specialists' staten1ents. The number of parti
cipants in discussions has increased. More important, the range of 
opinion being expressed in Soviet media has increased to the point 
where even staten1ents on doctrinally or politically sensitive topics 
can not auton1atical1y be interpreted as expressions of ''leadership 

f • ,, 

OpiniOn . 
Son1e rules may be applied to evaluate the significance of 

specialists' statements in the Soviet media. 17 First, the position, 
authority, and influence of the author may give itnportant hints as to 
the relevance of a particular statement. Second, specialists' 
state1nents must be evaluated within the context of signals entanat
ing from the political leadership; i.e. whether they confirm or 
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contradict what is known about official thinking on a given topic. 
Third, there were the contextual eten1ents - the occasion and forn1 
of an oral staternent, the forn1 of a written opinion, and the 
character of the chosen media. And fourth, there was the character 
of the staten1ent itself. Opinions on sensitive or doctrinally in1...: 
portant matters were 1nore likely to need smne sort of sanction fron1 
above than discussions of smne obscure part of the doctrine. · The 
editorial response to Bovin 's argun1ent in Mirovaia ekonomika · i 
mezlulunarodnye otnosheniia 1nay illustrate the point. His remarks 
touched upon one of the fundan1entals of the "new thinking" · in 
Soviet foreign policy, and could be perceived, if left without any 
authoritative con1mentary n1aking it dear that they did not signal a 
change in official opinion, as signalling a return to a more orthodox 
approach in the Soviet Union's dealing with the West. 
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m a 11 The ''Brezhrnev Doctrine'' . . . . . 

What in the West has been labeled the HBrezhnev Doctrine" 
appeared in 1968 and 1969 as a formulation and rationalization of 
a set of principles said to be · guiding · inter-state and inter-party 
relations within the socialist commonwealth and Soviet policy 
toward the countries in the group. The developn1ents in Czechoslo- •· 
vakia during the first half of 1968, resulting in the intervention of 
Soviet and WTO troops on August 21 ~ were the inunediate reason 
for the public statement of the elements of the doctrine. The term 
"Brezhnev Doctrine" may be misleading, insofar as the code of 
conduct which 1nay be deduced from the relevant Soviet statements 
can be traced back to the early years of Soviet foreign policy. The 
doctrine did not represent a funda1nentally new approach to intra
bloc relations.1s Its most obvious significance was to clarify and 
make explicit son1e of the main Soviet restraints on East European 
autonomy in foreign and don1estic affairs. The tenns "Brezhnev 
Doctrine" and "doctrine" will be used here for reasons of con
vemence. 

On October 3, 1969, the Soviet n1inister of foreign affairs Andrei . 
Grotnyko n1ade the following staten1ent in the United Nations: 

The Soviet Union deems itnecessal)' to proclaim fronl this rostn1m, too, 
that the socialist states cannot and will not allow a situation where the 
vital interests of socialism are infringed upon and encroachments are 
made on the inviolability of the boundaries of the socialist commonwealth 
andJ therefore, on the foundations of intenzational peace. 19 

If one inserts ~'vital Soviet interests,, for ''the vital interests of 
socialism" the passage should be read as a confirmation of Soviet 
will to defend its interests in the bloc, if necessary by means of 
armed intervention. The "socialist commonwealth" denotes the 
n1en1ber countries of the Warsaw Treaty Organization and the 
Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, which at the time in
cluded the socialist countries of Eastern Europe in addition to the 
Soviet Union and the Mongolian People's Republic. What kind of 
lin1itations to East European autonomy was explicitly or implicitly 
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inherent in the process of formulating the "Brezhnev Doctrine', 
during and after the Czech movement of liberalization in 1968? 

Two aspects of the doctrine may be isolated. On the one hand, 
there was the assumption, which the Soviets elevated to the position 
of an irremovable part of official ideology, that there are general 
laws which must be adhered to in the building of socialism. In 
practical terms, this amounted to a claim for a special role on the 
part of the Soviet party leadership as ultimate arbiters of communist 
ideology. From this was derived the second part of the doctrine, 
which was the right of the Soviet Union and its socialist allies to 
intervene, if necessary with military means, to influence internal 
developments of n1ember countries of the commonwealth. Interven
tion would be justified in the case of a threat to socialism in any 
country, brought forth by gross deviation from the general laws of 
socialist construction. 

The Warsaw letter of 15 July 1968 made it clear that this danger 
had materialized in Czechoslovakia. The document stated that "a 
situation has arisen in which the threat to the foundations of 
socialisn1 in Czechoslovakia jeopardizes the common vital interests 
of the rest of the socialist countries."20 At the 5th congress of the 
Polish United Workers' Party in Noven1ber 1968, Brezhnev made it 
clear that this kind of threat justified military intervention in a 
socialist country by its allies in the socialist commonweafth.2I 

In the flow of criticism directed against the Czechoslovak party 
and government leaders leading up to the invasion, a number of 
main areas of concern may be identified. First, the leading role of the 
party was in danger, thereby endangering the very foundation of the 
socialist system. S. Kovalev, in an article in Pravda on 11 September 
1968, stated bluntly that the Comn1unist party had been in danger 
of being removed fron1 the leadership of society. The seriousness of 
this in Soviet eyes is obvious, given the formal and informal ties and 
channels of influence between the Soviet leadership and the top 
echelons of the East European governing parties, and the often 
decisive voice of the Soviets in the selection of their leading 
cadres.n Second, within the party itself, a lveakening of the leader
ship's control, or, in Soviet terminology, disregard of the pn'nciple of 
denzocratic centra/ism. might pose much of the same dangers. Both 
the above factors had led to the rise of organized political move-
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n1ents opposing socialism, making use of the weakened state and 
party control over the media to express their views. 23 Third~ 
accusations were heard that the developments in the country, if left 
unchecked, could lead to "a market, i.e. capitalist economy.'~24 
However, it seems that this concern was not very prominent. The 
Warsaw letter stated an1biguously that the other party leaders did 
not intend to interfere ''with the methods of planning and admini- • 
stration of Czechoslovakia's socialist national economy or with 
your actions aimed at perfecting the . economic structure and 
developing socialist democracy.' 4 

Fourth, the develop1nents seen1ed to endanger the stability of 
Czechoslovak foreign policy and the country's relationship with the 
Soviet Union and its allies in the WTO. This danger too arose as a ·.· 
consequence of the weakened guiding role of the Communist party ,. . 
and was presented as Ha threat to the foundations of our alliance 
and to the security of our countries' commonwealth. ,,25 . 

The frequent references to the danger of Czechoslovakia,s 
assuming a "neutral" position between East and West point to a . 
Soviet preoccupation with the developments in Hungary in 1956, 
which culn1inated in a Hungarian declaration of neutrality and the 
country's withdrawal fron1 the Warsaw Treaty following the 
launching of the second Soviet 1nilitary intervention. Soviet ideo
logists constantly stressed the necessity of viewing the develop
ments in Czechoslovakia in the context . of the East-West anta
gonisnl. Dotnestic processes leading to the weakening of the 
socialist order would mean a corresponding strengthening of the 
West's position vis-a-vis the Eastern bloc. Thus, the somewhat 
stretched defence of the WTO action in Czechoslovakia, as securing 
the country's real sovereignty and right to self determination against 
the machinations of itnperialisn1, disguised a real Soviet fear of 
losing strategic positions in Eastern Europe. The developments . in 
Czechoslovakia if left unchecked, according to Kovalev, would 
ultin1ately have raised the spectre of NATO troops approaching 
Soviet borders.16 The Warsaw letter stated these concerns in . 
sornewhat different words: 

The ji·ontiers of the socialist world ha·ve shifted to the centre of Europe, to 
the £/be and the Bohemian forests. And never will we consent to allow 
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these historic gains of socialism and the independence and secwity of all 
our peoples to be jeopardized. N£~ver will we consent to allmv imperialism, 
by peacejit! or non-peaceful means, from within or without, to make a 
breach in the socialist l)'Stem and change the balance of power in Europe 
in its favour. 

During 1968 and 1969 there were also frequent references in Soviet 
statements to an alleged Hsharpening" of the conflict between the 
•.:new" and the "old" world. Consequently, Communist parties n1ust 
not fail to take into account in their activities "'such a decisive fact of 
our time as the struggle between the two antithetical social systetns 
- capitalism and socialism."27 At the world conference of Com
nlunist parties in June 1969 Brezhnev tnade a strong appeal for 
strengthening the unity of the socialist states, stressing that any 
weakening of "vigilance'' would be utilized by the West to foster 
anti-socialist and nationalist sentiments)& 

Criticisn1 of the intervention in Czechoslovakia as a transgres
sion against international law was rejected by subordinating the 
rules of international law to "class interestsn and the interests of 
socialisn1. S. Kovalev, in one of his authoritative Pravda articles at 
the time, stated the Soviet view in the following terms: 

Howeve1; in the Marxist conception the norms of law, including the norms 
governing relations among socialist counttiej~ cannot be interpreted in a 
muTowly formal way, outside the general conte..tt of the class stn1ggle in 
the present day world. 

He went on to explain that "in a class society there can be no such 
thing as non-class law".29 Soviet ideologists generally stressed the 
distinction between the rules and norms of general international 
law, which were incorporated in the principles of "peaceful coexi
stence'', and the principles governing relations between socialist 
countries. Whereas the Soviet Union claimed to respect the rules of 
international law in relations with the West, and would criticize 
departures fron1 its principles within the western world, relations 
between socialist countries were of a different kind~ 
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means to deny the type of relations existing . between the . countlies .. of 
socialism based on class cJzaracteJistics;' it means to slip down to the level 
of impartiality and land in the morass of bourgeois normativism . . Seen 
politically, such conceptions are aimed objectively at minimizing the 
significance of the relations between the coumries of the socialist bloc> to 
dissolve them in the great nwss of relations between states, to undermine 
the unity of the socialist bloc, to weaken it in the stn1ggle for the rapid 
build up of socialism and communism, and toweakt.~n the sOcialist bloc in 
its repulsion of all auacks of impe1ialisn1. Jo 

In the foJlowing discussion I will examine how Soviet thinking on 
relations between countries in the socialist commonwealth evolved 
during the seventies and through the eighties until the election of · 
Mikhail S. Gorbachev as General Secretary of the CPSU in March .· 
1985 and the 27th CPSU Congress in February 1986. This part of 
the study will treat in greater detail some of the concepts introduced 
in the above discussion of the HBrezhnev Doctrine", and I will a]so · 
introduce some n1ore general elen1ents of the Soviet theory of 
socialist international relations. In the subsequent part the findings 
fron1 the earlier period will be contrasted with recent developments. · 
I will try to point out the direction of the reevaluation under way~ ·. 
and will conclude the article with a brief discussion of possible ·. 
i1nplications for developn1ents in Eastern Europe. · 

. : . 
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"S . l. . . z· '' d he ocra 1st Intenzaflona 1S111- an t · · 
"general den1ocratic p1inciples" 

Soviet literature on relations between socialist states identified two 
elements (or sets of principles) which together constituted "the llew 
type of international relationsH, i.e. relations between the countries 
of the socialist commonwealth. The first element was a set of 
"general democratic principlesn for relations between sovereign 
countries - state sovereignty, equal rights, and the . principles of 
n1utual advantage and non-interference in each other's domestic 
affairs. These principles were said to be part . of ._ pre-socialist, 
bourgeois political culture, and they applied to relations between all . 
states, socialist or capitalist. Their in1plementation, however, was 
fully realized only in relations between socialist states.JI The other 
elernent was the cluster of principles contained in the notion of 
"socialist internationalism';. A 1978 collective work defined 
"socialist internationalism" as "the totality of voluntarily agreed 
principles and objectives (ustanovki) which originate in the 
internationalist world view of the working class." The precise 
forn1ulation of the ruJes inherent in "socialist internationalism'' 
varied slightly fron1 author to author. However, development of all
round collaboration, readiness to render n1utual assistance, and the 
obligation of "common defence of the gains of socialism" were 
con1monly stressed as the three tnain characteristics of socialist 
"internationalism ".32 The two first points covered relations in all 
fields of inter-state contacts - economicj political, cultural, and 
military. The obligation to engage in the defence of socialism's 
gains referred to the specific task of providing support, if necessary 
with military n1eans, against a threat to socialist rule in any of the 
Hfraternal" countries. Assistance of this kind was rendered to 
Hungary in 1956, to Czechoslovakia in 1968, and to Afghanistan in 
1979. .·. 
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The precise nature of the relationship between the two elen1ents 
was an object of dispute an1ong Soviet scholars. This highly 
doctrinal argun1ent is of a certain interest because. it illuminates the 
theoretical difficulties involved in n1aking "socialist internationa~ .·. 
I ism" cmnpatible with the general accepted principles of relations . 
between sovereign states. 

According to A.P. Butenko, the author of a 1984 book on 
relations between socialist states,33 there had been two different 
interpretations of the relationship between "socialist internationa:- .• 
1ism, and the Hgeneral democratic principles''. One group of 
theoreticians argued that in relations between socialist states the 
generally acknowledged principles of sovereignty etc .. acquire a 
specific socialist character, or even constitute an integral part of 
Hsocialist internationalism, itself. The second group held that the . 
ugeneral democratic principles" and the ·. principles of socialist 
"internationalism'' are of fundan1entally different natures. In their • 
view, only the latter are in fact socialist, and the term "socialist 
internationalism, should only be used in this narrower sense. 

Adherents of the first group, on the other handf argued that the 
two sets of principles are in fact "two aspects of socialist 
internationalism."34 Struggling to make the two components of this 
wider definition of "socialist internationalism" · compatible, one 
author held that the inclusion of the "general democratic principles'; 
as "an aspect of socialist internationalism" did not imply 

that the COITesponding principles of general intentationallaw have been 
included within the system of the principles of socialist internationalism. 
The first thing to bear in mind is that in relations between socialist states 
they acquire a new, socialist content, because they · sen1e to ensure 
cooperation among socialist states in tlzeir construction of socialism and . 
commwusm. 

For instance, the principle of state sovereignty in relations between 
socialist states also includes ''their close friendship and mutual 
assistance in building socialism and communism and in defending 
their sovereignty against encroachments by imperialist powers."35 

Butenko36 supported the point of view of the second group, hold
ing that the. Hgeneral den1ocratic principles"- are of the same 
bourgeois nature when applied to relations between socialist 

19 



countries as between capitalist countries.:n Making the "general 
den1ocratic principlesn an integral part of "socialist internationa
lism", he argued. makes any theoretical differentiation between the 
two sets of rules difficult. A si1nilar approach tnakes it theoretically 
untenable to subordinate the "general deinocratic principles" to the 
principle of "socialist internationalisn1'", ultiinately reducing the 
content of "socialist internationalism" to the ··• observation of the 
~·general democratic principles". No less important, such . an 
identification would in1ply that any divergence from the "general 
democratic principles" would be contrary to "socialist internationa
lisn1 '1

• 

According to Butenko, only the narrow interpretation of "socialist . 
internationalism,, tnakes it possible to argue coherently for the 
precedence of the principle of '4socialist internationalism" over the 
'~general den1ocratic principles". "Socialist internationalisn1" did 
not sitnp1y n1ean respect for sovereignty, equa1ity and non
interference. Only in this interpretation, according to Butenko, 

the jin·t, that {!"there is a contradiction benveen some aspect of democrac:v 
(general democratic principles of mwual benefit, independence, sove
reigmy) and the basic international interests of socialism, precedence is 
given to socialist internalionalism, can be explained 

The "general democratic principles" themselves are the satne 
everywhere, but '"that does not mean that their practical in1ple
n1entation is the same".38 

It should be noted, however, that the ultin1ate outcon1e of both 
approaches was to give the '"general den1ocratic principles,. a 
secondary rol~ in relations between socialist states. Ren1inding his 
readers of the experience in Czechoslovakia in 1968, Usenko 
concluded that 

Jo reduce socialist internationalism only to the ptinciples of equality, non
intetj'erence, sovereignty, [ ... ]inevitably [leads] to kill the socialist content 
of this principle and, evemually, to petty-bourgeois nationalism. 39 

All authors agreed that the ''correct" balancing of the two elements 
in relations between socialist states is the · due to successfully 
"strengthening the unity of socialist states."40 This remained the 
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official view until changes in the Soviet attitude gradually set in 
after Gorbachev's accession to power in 1985. Repeated reminders, 
at the 26th CPSU congress and on later occasions in the forn1 of 
leadership statements and articles in journals and newspapers, left 
little doubt that the will to defend '~the gains of socialism, was still 
an essential part of Soviet thinking on relations with the socialist 
countries. "Socialist internationalism" renu1ined the cornerstone of 
socialist international relations. 

National and intenzational interests . . . . 

The question of the relationship between national interests of 
particular socialist countries and the common interests of the whole 
socialist world was at the core of Soviet doctrine about relations 
between socialist countries in general, and between the Soviet 
Union and the smaller countries of the connnonwea1th in particular. 
The Warsaw letter of 15 July 1968 stated that 

fe]ach of our pa11ies bears a re.\ponsibility not on(v to its OlVIl working 
class and its own people but also to theinternational working class and 
the world Communist movement and . cannot evade the obligations 
deriving ji-om this. 

Soviet thinking on this topic was relatively stable from the 
beginning of the period under review until important changes 
gradually developed following the 27th CPSU congress in February 
1986. 

The orthodox view defined the international interests of socialist 
countries as "the general, regular~ basic interests of all socialist 
countries, which constitute the core of the national state interests of 
each of the fraternal countries".41 The preponderance of conunon' 
interests over national ones was ascribed to the existence in the 
socialist states of basically sin1ilar political and economic structures. 
The relationship between the international and the national interests 
was usually presented as a matter of finding the point of balance 
between two conflicting tendencies. A collective work on the topic 
fron1 1977 defined the fundan1ental contradiction within socialism 
as 
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the contradict01y interaction of the national and ·the imernational, 
between the increasing intenwtimwlization l~{ the productive forces and 
production itself on the one hand, and the presen,ed national-stale form 
of mganbation of societa/ life on the othe1: "2 . . 

While the national and the international interests of the working 
class were said to be identical "'in the final analysis",43 a degree of 
conflict between the two was bound to exist as long as the socialist 
world remain organized in national states. The coinplete ''withering 
away'~ of this contradiction would coincide only with . the 
transformation of the world socialist systen1 into higher forn1s of 
human societal existence.44 

However, Soviet theoreticians pointed out that · the process of 
gradual "sblizhenie'1 (convergence) between the socialist countries 
led to an increasing identity of the national interests of particular 
countries with the con1mon interests of the whole socialist world. K. 
Katushev, then head of the Central Conunittee department for 
liaison with ruling Cmnmunist parties, noted in 1973 that the 
development of the socialist con1monwealth had resulted in a very 
high degree of identity between the two.45 Variations of this 
argun1ent were a favoured topic of Soviet theoreticians during the 
period under review. In March 1977 j for instance, an article · in 
Kommunist pointed to the increasing number of colluding interests 
between socialist countriesr which n1ore often than not made the 
con1mon interests of the whole socialist systen1 identical with the 
interests of particular countries.46 ln 1980 Mikhail Suslov 
n1aintained that "rear, national interests never contradicted the 
international interests of the working class and socialism as a 
whole.47 

The obvious implication of the theory was that national interests 
had to be subordinated to the conunon interests of socialism as a 
whole in case of conflict between the two. At titnes this had been 
said explicitly in Soviet statements. A 1958 Komnumist critique of 
Yugoslav positions 1nade it clear that Hunder certain conditions 
proletarian internationalism detnands the subordination of the 
interests of the [ ... ] struggle in one country to the struggle on a 
worldwide scale.,'48 The point was clearly perceived in Eastern 
Europe. The official Hungarian journal Tarsadalmi Szemle lamented 
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in 1984 that a consequence of the theory had been that "'national 
interests necessarily had to play a secondary role and generally had 
to be subordinated to interests and objectives that were · seen as 
con1n1on ones.',.•l9 The Hungarian article was the implicit object of 
an article in the Czechoslovak party · daily Rude Pravo, · which 
presented a staunchly orthodox reiteration of the orthodox view of 
the "dialectics" of the national and .. · the ·international under 
socialism. The Czechoslovak article was promptly paraphrased in 
the Soviet weekly Novoe Vren1ia. so 

Nicolae Ceausescu, not surprisingly, had attacked the theory for 
sin1ilar reasons, · pointing out that ~'the sovereignty of socialist 
countries'' should not counterpoise socialist internationalism. In his 
view, the principle of sovereignty of states and equality ·of 
Con1n1unist parties should not be limited by giving precedence to 
the common interests of socialism.51 The Soviets, on the other hand, 
never failed to make it clear that nationalist feelings constituted a 
major threat to socialist construction in con1monwealth countries. 

Suslov's categorical statement notwithstanding, the relationship 
of national and international interests was seen as the main source · 
of contlict and contradiction between socialist countries. Another 
important source of conflict was the uneven level of eco:non1ic 
develop1nent among the countries of the . so<:ialist cornn1onwealth. 
However, any conflict or contradiction was ~·non-antagonistic'' and 
of a non-permanent nature.52 

General laws and specific ll,ational conditions 

Closely related to the discussion of national versus international 
interests was the question of the relative status of the general laws 
(obshchie zakonomernosti) of socialist construction and specific 
historically-defined conditions in socialist countries. The dominant 
trend during the 1970s was to stress the overriding importance of 
following the general laws when bui1ding socialisn1. Although 
Soviet thinking on the topic did not fail to point out the existence of 
different social, economic and political conditions in various coun
tries, the tendency was to play down their significance when coin
pared to the general ru1es of socia1ist construction. 
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At the 24th CPSU congress in 1971 Brezhnev pointed out that 
the success of socialism largely depended on "'the correct combi
nation of the general and the national specific" in the development 
of socialist societies. The way to socialism "'in its main features" 
was determined by '.'the gene.ra[ ,patterns inherent in the develop
ment of all the soctahst countnes. These general patterns, however, . 
were tnanifested in many different forms, due to concrete historical 
conditions and national specifics.53 The congress, not surprisingly, 
endorsed Brezhnev,s formulations in its resolution . on the Central 
Cmntnittee report. 

The implications inherent in Brezhnev's seemingly balanced 
staten1ent were clarified by subsequent discussions of the topic. An 
article by Katushev in March 1972, stressing the in1portance of not 
deviating frmn the general rule of socialist construction, presented 
the 1nain points of the argument. In fact, according to Katushev~ it 
would be a n1istake to pose a contradiction between specific 
national conditions and the general laws of socialist development. 
Consequently, "it would be a serious n1istake to speak about a 
precedence of the national-specific over the general laws."54 Any 
deviation from the general laws of socialist development would, 
Inoreover,. be corrected by life itself: 

the real needs of societal development invariably necessitates the removal 
of any deviations from the objective la'l-vs of socialist construction. Life 
itself sooner or later will give eve!}' thing its due place. 55 

An itnportant element of the argument was the rejection of even the 
possibility of serious conflict between a "correct" policy according 
to the general laws and the necessity of taking account of conditions 
differing fr61n country to country. Although the neglect of particular 
national conditions was castigated as "'dogn1atism" and branded as 
Hun-Leninist'', the general line of argument left little doubt that 
deviations fron1 the general rules of socialist construction (i.e. the 
Soviet model) were theoretically untenable.56 Indeed, "deification'' 
of national specific conditions was identified as the very foundation 
of the Hrevisionist'~ threat in the Con1n1unist tnoven1ent.57 

The discussion about the role of general laws and national 
specifics was often set in terms of attacking Chinese and Euro
conlmunist views, explicitly or through more subtle hints. In the 
sun1mer of l980 an authoritative voice derided as ·~opportunist, 
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atten1pts to replace Marxisn1-Leninism by "a con1bination of 
general truths of Marxisn1-Leninisn1 ·. with the concrete. revo] uti~ 
onary processH as a pretext for departure from the general laws of 
socialist construction.ss · 

Although Soviet and East European official statements and 
specialists' contributions repeatedly stressed the equality of all 
parties in the Conununist moven1ent, the theory of the role of 
general laws versus specitic national conditions intplied a special 
role in the socialist n1ovement to the . CPSU, as "the most 
experienced'' of the Conununist parties. In practical terms, 
therefore, fidelity to the Hgeneral laws'' could mean simply 
adherence to the Soviet experience. Although the Soviets used to be 
extren1ely cautious on this point) Soviet contributions sometin1es 
made it clear that the equality was somewhat qualified, as when 
Aleksandr Sobolev, head of one of the departments in the Institute 
of Marxisn1-Leninism of the CPSU Central Comtnittee, characteri
zed neglect of the experience of the CPSU as being one of the main 
traits of revisionisn1.s9 

Brezhnev's speech at the 26th CPSU congress in February 1981 
seen1ed to indicate a somewhat greater recognition of diversity in 
the socialist can1p, thereby scaling down the preponderance of the 
"general laws". He pointed to the ''diversified positive experience in 
organizing production and management and in resolving economic 
problems" in various socialist countries. Specifically,. he mentioned 
inter alia the work of agricultural cooperatives and enterprises in 
Hungary, and East Gennan experiences in industrial n1anage- . 
ment.60 

The 26th CPSU congress also seen1ed to initiate a cautious 
catnpaign in favour of stressing the value of the "collective 
experience" of socialism. Brezhnev's ren1arks on the congress were · 
reflected in subsequent articles, which pointed to the possible 
significance of innovations even for the Soviet Union (the word 
"reforn1 ,, was more often than not avoided) in developing socialism 
in other countries.6I One should not base too much of an argun1ent 
on this point. It could, however, be an early signal of reevaluations 
of the nature of the relationship between the Soviet Union and its 
Eastern European allies which were to manifest then1selves a few 
years later. 
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Process of convergence bettveen socialist states 
(sblizhenie) · · 

Soviet thinking presupposed the existence of a long-term tendency 
of socialist countries to develop ever-closer forms of cooperation 
and coordinated development, leading eventually to fonns of 
sodetal organization 1naking the idea of separate statehood obso
lete. This idea of gradual convergence (sblizhenie) and increased 
cohesion (splochennost') was a principal ele1nent of the theory of 
"international relations of the new typeH as it evolved during the 
1970s and in the first half of the 1980s. The world socialist system, 
according to the collective work fron1 197 8 referred to earlier, was 
characterized by · 

the j(Jrmation (~f structural fonns related to the developing socialist · 
illlernational division of labow~ 10 the broadening co:.ordination of the 
ji-clternal countries 'foreign policie~~ and to the gro1ving cooperation in the 
fields of ideology and organizatlonal and party lvork. Thus the 
development is pointing towards the gradual tran!1formation of the 
community (~ystem) of socialist counllies into a orgallic socio-historical 
entity, which 1-vill be the regular (zakonomenzyi) result of their all-round 
convergence (sbfizhenie). 62 · 

. · ... . 

The process of "sblizhenie" resulted fron1 a nutnber of factors, such 
as a cmnmon ideology, the fundan1ental sin1ilarity of the countries' 
economic and political syste1ns, the general rules governing the 
construction of socialis1n in any socialist country, the internationali
zation of econo1nic life! and the c.on11non interest in the defence of 
the gains of socialisn1 against the n1achinations of internal and 
external enen1ies.6J 

However, this ultimate goal was obviously seen as a distant one. 
Meanwhile, the doctrine ain1ed at steadily developing unity and 
cohesion between the socialisl countries.<'4 One frequently mentio
ned aspect of this process was the gradually din1inishing differences 
between the levels of econon1ic development within the common
wealth. This did not sin1ply in1ply that the least developed of the 
socialist countries would have to achieve a higher rate of growth 
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than those on a more advanced stage of development in order .to 
reach the san1e rate of per capita production. A principal pre
requisite for this process would be the transforn1ation of all 
branches of the economy of the socialist countries on a socialized 
footing.65 For a country like Poland, with a large private agricultural 
sector, this might have important implications. Ultimately, econ
omic integration would lead to the forn1ation of a single social..: 
economic entity free of national borders.66 . 

The notion of growing convergence . was ·not limited to the 
econon1ic sphere alone. The process also involved the gradual 
withering away of differences in the spheres of social and political 
structures, ideology and culture.67 At the 25th CPSU congress in 
1976 Brezhnev made it clear that the ·~gradualleveling out of their 
de.veloptnent" and the "gradual drawing together~~ of socialist 
countries were now operating as an "objective law".68 

The theory of "sblizhenieH, ''splochennost"' (cohesion), and the 
ultin1ate "slianie" (fusion) of socialist countries, continued as a 
regular feature of the theory of socialist international relations. 
However, an increased sensitivity toward the urgency of paying 
attention to the specific needs of individual socialist countries n1ay 
be deduced from Brezhnev's remarks on the topic at the 26th CPSU 
congress. After referring to the value of the collective experience of 
socialist countries (see above), he continued: 

That process [of convergence} is continuing But it does not obliterate the 
.\]}ec{f{c national features or the historical distinctions of individual 
socialist countries. ~Ve should see the vwiety of forms of their social life 
and economic organization for what it real(v is- a wealth of ways and 
methods of establishing the socialist way of life. 69 

An editorial in Konzmunist in 1983 rnay be interpreted as a further 
indication that a reevaluation was now under way. The editorial, 
which repeated the monotonous call for unity in the socialist bloc, 
observed that natural conditions and history had led to differences 
in the 1nethods of building the socialist society. This should be seen 
as a natural thing, according to Kontnumistt "although earlier it was 
assun1ed that the socialist world would be n1ore homogeneous".70 
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The evolutio11 of Soviet thinking until 1985 

The n1ain features of the doctrine retnained basically stable during 
the tirst half of the 1980s. Points of view hardly varied between 
authors, and those that did carried no imn1ediate implications for 
Soviet policy in Eastern Europe. However, on the n1ore subtle level 
there seemed to be a tendency under way towards a greater 
recognition of diversity within the socialist bloc, which would 
beco1ne more visible after Gorbachev's accession to power in 
March 1985. There was also an increased emphasis on the value of 
the Hcollective experience, of the socialist commonwealth. We have 
noted Brezhnev,s ren1arks to this effect at the 26th CPSU congress. 
A Central Committee Plenum in June 1983 took one more cautious 
step toward a partial reinterpretation of the relationship between the 
Soviet Union and its socialist allies, noting that 

the last two decades emidzed our thinking about socialism, demonstrated 
more clearly its variations and comp/e:tity. Between the socialist cowzt1ies 
there are great economic and cultural differences, and vmiations in the 
ways and methods of solving the tasks of socialist development This is a 
natura/thing, al1/wugh we used to think of it [i.e. the process of socialist 
construction] as more uniform. 71 

But more often than not the farniliar arguments from the preceding 
decade were repeated, with no significant change of en1phasis. 
Presentations of the theory of relations between socialist states 
continued to emphasize the importance of finding the right balance 
of national and international interests. In cases of conflict between 
the two, priority was clearly to be given to the conunon interests of 
socialism. By opposing ''narrowly perceived national state interests 
at any given mmnenf' to the ''con1n1on internationalist position,, 
nationalism still represented the greatest danger to socialisn1. n 

The right to "common defence of the gains of socialism, was 
never questioned. Indeed, the 26th CPSU congress explicitly 
reaffirmed the continued validity of this aspect of the Brezhnev 
Doctrine. Referring to the unfolding events in Poland~ and 
predicting future trials for the socialist world, Brezhnev made the 

28 



following statement: "'And let no one doubt our common 
detern1ination to secure our interests and to defend the socialist 
gains of the people. ''73 .... · .· .· .·. . . · .· . . . • .· .•...... 

An article in Mezhdunarodnaia zlzizn 'in the summer of 1983 may 
be quoted as fairly typical of the pre-27th congress doctrine of 
relations between socialist states. 74 ·The • author continued the 
tradition of the 19?0s, without signalling any significant ·new 
departures. However, he played down the element of Hfraternal help 
in the defence of socialisn1" ~ stressing more noncontroversial points 
about political, economic, and other fields of cooperation. Other 
authors, on the other hand, did not fail to stress the continued 
validity of this part of the doctrine.75 The other argun1ents were all 
familiar, for instance the critique ofnon-ntarxist theory for ignoring 
the class content of international relations.76 Discussing differences 
in the level of econon1ic development between socialist countries as 
an important detenninant of their n1utual n!lations, the article 
e1nphasized the necessity of developing • further cooperation 
between socialist countries. This process of ''sblizhenie" created the 
best conditions for the strengthening of the sovereignty of each 
socialist country. A somewhat cautious .· and . noncontroversial 
formulation about the need to defend the gains of socialis1n did not 
counterpoise the right to self determination of each country -
apparently, there was no inherent conflict between the two. The 
author acknowledged the existence of contradictions between 
socialist countries, which~ albeit non antagonistic, might take on an 
acute form as the result of the sinister influence of forces hostile to 
socialisn1. 77 He stressed the hnportance of foreign policy coopera~ 
tion between the countries of the socialist commonwealth. This, 
together with appeals for increased ideological unity and vigilance 
in face of the deteriorating re]ations with the West, were prominent 
in Soviet statements on socialist international relations in the first 
half of the l980s.n 

. However, Soviet calls for strengthened unity in the socialist bloc 
in the face of the deterioration of East-West relations met with no 
unconditional approval in Eastern Europe. Erich Honecker 
suddenly abandoned his hard-line approach in the dispute over the 
deployment of A1nerican Pershing II and cruise missiles in Western 
Europe. Despite Moscow's obvious discontent, the GDR continued 
its policy of n1ulti-faceted intra-Gern1an cooperation and consulta-
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tions even when the deploytnent of the missiles got under way in the 
Federal Republic. The German position was supported by the 
Hungarians, while Czechoslovakia came out with strong verbal 
support for the Soviet side.79 

For the purpose of this study it should be noted that the dis':" 
cussions revealed significant variations in the interpretation of the 
postulates of the theory of socialist international relations. 
Obviously in order to support Honecker in the dispute with Moscow, 
Matyas Szuros, the HSWP Central Committee secretary responsible 
for foreign relations and a former an1bassador to Moscow, 
presented an interpretation of "national" and .· "internationaln 
interests which dearly contradicted the Soviet position. Writing . in 
the HSWP journal Tarsadabni Szemle, he pointed out that 

the present in1e1pretation of the intenzational interest w~d the method of 
formulating it changed the hierarchical order of national and 
intenwtional imerests. /11 the era of a [decision making] center and then 
the world conferences where decisions were made cm the basis on 
pluralism. national interests[ ... ] necessatily played a secondary role and 
generally had to be subordinated to interests and objectives that were seen 
as common ones. There is no question of this kind of unconditional 
subordination any more ... so 

Szuros went on to state that national interests could be subordinate 
to common interests "only in an extraordinary situation". The 
"dialectics" of national and international interests were manifest in 
both the domestic and foreign policies of socialist countries. SI 

Szuros' interpretation was the obvious aim of a subsequent article 
in the Czechoslovak Party daily Rude Pravo. The authors of the 
article had noted recent attempts to reinterpret . ''the hierarchic 
system of national and international interests". Such undertakings 
only revealed "a metaphysical understanding" . of the relationship 
between those two values: 
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One thing ist and lVilL continue to be, valid: the criterion of a truly 
revolutionaty line is not a verbal but rea~ hannonious fonnulation of 
national and international interests and duties. The national is reflected 
through the intenwtiona/; tnte national interests can be understood only 



within 1he .fratnework of respect for tfl~ international interests of all 
socialist countries and of all \vorking people in the world ... ,81 · · 

. . . , • . 

The front lines in the dispute were emphasized when the GDR Party 
daily Neues Deutschland reprinted Szuros' article on April 12, while 
the Soviet weekly Novoe vren1ia at the · san1e tin1e published a 
paraphrase of the Rude Pravo article. Nor was it a n1ere coincidence 
that Oleg Rakhn1anin in the April issue of the Soviet journal 
Voprosy istorii KPSS published an article dealing with "the union of 
a new type", i.e. socialist international relations. "Concern for the 
correct co1nbination of the international and the national", he 
wrote, was '"the common cause of all Communists". Rakhtnanin 
continued: 

. . : : : 

The CPSU rejects any attempts by revisionists to ~~refute .. the principle of 
prolewrian internationalism by means of anificial/y opposing it by 
appealing for "independence and self sujjiciency" ... The CPSU also 
considers unacceptable a position of Hneutrality" toward the violation of 
the correct combination of the international and the national.. Jll 

Such differences in the interpretation of the doctrine did not belong 
to the realm of Hpure theory". They reflected a growing diversity 
an1ong the East European countries in domestic and foreign policies 
as a result of their efforts to cope with mounting domestic and social 
problems at hon1e and an adverse international environment. At the 
san1e tin1e ·the unstable leadership in the Kremlin, which char
acterized the period fron1 the last years of Brezhnev's rule until 
Gorbachev's rise to power in March 1985, seemed increasingly 
unwilling or unable to enforce stability, unity and cohesion in the 
bloc. Thus was heralded the collapse of political, ideological and 
economic unity in Eastern Europe. 
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IV.. The Gorlbachev peruod: . 
1985-1989 

1985-198Z· The beginning of a reevaluation . . : · 

The election of Mikhail Sergeevich Gorbachev as General 
Secretary of the CPSU in March 1985 was not followed by any 
dran1atic announcement of new approaches . to .· Soviet policy 
towards the . socialist countries, although Gorbachev in his first 
speech pro1nised to make the strengthening of ·~fraternal friendship" 
with the social countries his "first commandment".84 Nor did the 
April PlenUin of the CPSU Central Comn1ittee, which sketched the 
1nain outlines of cmning economic reform, pay n1uch attention to 
foreign policy. Gorbachev n1ade only a passing · reference to 
relations with the socialist allies in his speech to the Plenun1, calling 
for new efforts to in1prove cooperation and ·. "the organic 
con1bination of national and international interests of the great 
cotnmonwealth."85 His ren1arks tnay have been an attempt to take a 
tniddle stance in the dispute over the correct interpretation of the 
national and the international in relations between socialist states. 

Before long the intra-bloc debate mentioned above • was 
con1plen1ented by a Soviet discussion of the nature of relations 
between socialist states. The conservatives were ·once more 
represented by Oleg B. Rakhmanin (the first deputy chief of the 
CPSU Central Comtnittee Department of Liaison with Communist 
and Workers' Parties of Socialist Countries, now writing under the 
pseudonym of 0. Vladin1irov), while Iurii Novopashin . of the 
Institute of the Economy of the World Socialist Systetu wrote for the 
refonnist camp. 

Rakn1anin 's article, in the 21 June 19 85 issue of Pravda, 86 was a 
vicious attack on all attetnpts to reinterpret the funda1nentals of the 
theory of socialist international relations. Son1e of the article's main 
points left no doubt that what he had in mind was not least the 
unorthodox views presented by Szuros the previous year. Rakhma
nin 's article may also be interpreted as an attempt by the 
conservative faction to define the agenda for Soviet debates on 
relations with other socialist countries. In the face of strengthened 
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imperialist attempts to weaken the socialist can1p, the socialist 
countries had to den1ons~rate their ''fidelity to the principles of 
proletarian internationalism,., their readiness to defend the gains of · 
socialism and the "'interests of world socialism". Rakhn1anin ·. 
condemned theories whid: treated the "general laws'' of socialism 
as "belonging to the past',' and rejected attempts to replace the titne- · 
honored principles of Hsocialist internationalism,, with Hsome new 
kind of "uniti'. He attacked the idea · of models of ''national · 
communism;· and argued that deviations from the path of rnarxism- · 
leninisn1 were regularly the result of "nationalist tendencies". He 
also critized "revisionist" attempts to allow for n1ore private ·. 
ownership and increase the role of market forces in socialist 
econonltes. 

lurii Novopashin's article, in the September 1985 issue · of 
Rabochii klass i sovremennyi mir (a journal devoted to studies of the 
"'international workers' n1oven1ent'\ to use the Soviet tenn)87, 
presented a striking contrast to Rakhmanin's orthodoxy. Whereas 
the Pravda article in no way differed from orthodox Brezhnevite 
interpretations of the theory of socialist international relations of the 
1970s, Novopashin 's views were too radical to be representative for 
pre-February 1986 thinking on the subject. Even in late 1988 n1ore 
orthodox authors criticized son1e of his views as neglecting the 
internationalist part of the doctrine. Novopashin's article, subjecting 
a number of old dogmas to critical scrutiny, nevertheless signaled 
the en1ergence of opinions which would later constitute part of the 
mainstream of Soviet analysis. Since the early 1970s Novopashin 
had been a prominent contributor to the scholarly debate about 
socialist international relations. 

Novopashin called for greater attention to the primary irnpor
tance of "democratism" in relations between socialist states. It 
appears fron1 his analysis that what he had in mind was the ~'general 
democratic principles" which the theory identified as one of the two 
sources of socialist international relations. ss In reaching his · 
conclusion, Novopashin made the potentially significant observa
tion that the national interests of socialist states, neither being 
entirely identical with the con1mon interests of socialism, nor 
withering away in the process of socialist "sblizhenie'', were in fact 
asserting then1selves more and more forcefully as a result of the 
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socialist states' consolidation and econon1ic development. This . 
made the emergence of contradictions between the interests . of 
socialist states unavoidable. In a thinly disguised reference to Soviet 
conduct of its relations with its socialist allies, he warned against 

. ''great power an1bitions'' as the deciding factor in resolving disputes 
within the socialist camp.89 . . . . . 

"Democratic centralism '',according to Novopashin, could not be . 
the principle guiding relations between nations. Theoretical 
justifications for the application of the principles of Hdemocratic 
centralism" to inter,..state relations often referred to isolated 
staten1ents of Lenin or Marx and Engels, who, however, did not 
foresee or discuss 'the kind of socialist world system which 
developed after World War ll.90 Novopashin rejected the whole 
idea, inherent in "democratic socialisn1n, of subordinating periphe
ral interests to ·the common ones expressed at the centre: 

For this reason [ ... } auempts to characterize the contents of socialist 
internationalism in subordinating categories appear as dubious; like, for 
instance, statements to the effect that the principle of respect for the 
sovereignty of socialist countries should be subordinated to unity as 
another, higher principle of their mutual relation~: This habit of speech 
ignores the processes under way in the 'tvorld socialist system and in the 
international relations of the new type. These processes demand a 
hannonizingt not subordinating approach to the question of combining 
national and intenwtional elements in the development and[ ... ] mutual 
relations of socialist countries. 91 

There was a tendency in the past to exaggerate the development 
towards "edinobrazie'' (conformity) in the socialist world. Novopas
hin referred in this connection to the June 1983 plenum of the 
CPSU Central Committee (see above, p. 28). Soviet policy toward 
the socialist countries, according to Novopashin, must take into 
account the sometiines very significant differences and contradic
tions which exist within the socialist world. For the foreseeable 
future, the tendency toward internationalization of economic and 
societal life would be paralleled by the continued development and 
strengthening of national states within socialism. 92 

An article by Oleg Bogon1olov in Konununist; although less 
outspoken and clear in its implications than Novopashin 's 
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contribution, made it clear that his reevaluation was not an isolated 
phenomenon at the time (although it .·· should be noted that . 
Novopashin and Bogomolov both represent the Institute for the 
Economy of the World Socialist System, which has established itself 
as the main center for innovations in the theory of socialist 
international relations). Bogomolov called for more realism and 
pragmatisn1 in the handling of conflicts between national and 
international economic interests in the socialist coinmonwealth. 
Like Novopashin, he argued that conflicts of interests were bound to 
occur for the foreseeable future, although the national and 
international interests were "ultin1ately" identical.93 

* * * 

The ambivalent state of the theory probably reflected differences of 
opinion within the new leadership and lack of a coherent strategy 
for managing intra-socialist affairs. The proceedings of the 27th 
CPSU congress in February 1986 seemed to confirm this inter
pretation. Western scholars visiting Moscow at the time were . 
allegedly told that "the whole issue of intra-bloc relations and · 
reform in Eastern Europe had proven . "too controversial" . for · 
detailed enunciation during the Congress."94 

Gorbachev's political report at the congress made only short and .· 
noncommittal references to the evolution of relations between 
countries in the "4socialist commonwealth". Avoiding the most 
controversial elements of socialist internationalisnt, the General 
Secretary en1phasized the importance of developing all forms of . 
cooperation between socialist countries. Stressing the need for 
launching new initiatives in domestic and international policies, he 
pointed to the necessity of taking into account the forms of societal 
development in the whole number of socialist countries. The need 
was for a Hrespectful attitude" toward each other's experiences.95 

This was in line with the emphasis on the value of the "collective 
experience" of socialist countries expressed at the 26th CPSU 
congress and in subsequent statements. 

The resolution of the congress on the report of the Central 
Committee was equally noncommittal in its treatment of the 
subject. However, the resolution repeated Gorbachev's emphasis on 
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the value of the diversitied experience of the socialist world, and 
cou]d by its very vagueness give rise to different interpretations: ·. 

The Congre~~r proceeds jhm1 the premise that the diversity of the 
communist movement is not a j)'lWn.ym for disunity, just as unity has 
nothing in common \vitlz uniformity, with hierarchy. lvith the illfelference 
of some Panics in the affairs of others, or with a striving by any Party to 
have a monopo(v over truth The communist movement draws its strength 
from its bold, creative approach to the realities, in keeping with the · 
doctrine l~f' Mw:r, Engels, and Lenin; from its class solidarity and equal 
cooperation among allji·atenwl Parties in the struggle for common aims- ·. 
peace and socialism. 96 

A discussion of the significance of the congress for relations 
between socialist countries in Mezhdunarodnaia zhizn: the semi
ofticial journal of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, strengthened the 
i1npression that the congress by itself hardly represented significant 
new departures in the tield. Under the heading ''Socialist 
internationalism - the foundation of relations between the fraternal 
countries'\ the article dearly aimed at strengthening the orthodox 
view. The author quoted Lenin's appeal to "fight against small
nation narrow-mindedness, seclusion and isolation, consider the 
whole and the general, subordinate the particular to the general 
interest." According to Lenin, "one must not think only of one's own 
nation, but place above it the interests of all nations".97 . ·. 

Neither did the new party program adopted at the congress signal 
a fundamentally new analysis of the nature of socialist international 
relations. One obvious change when compared to the program of 
1961 is the absence of the pinpointing of ''nationalism n and 
''revisionisn1" (in 1961 represented by Yugoslavia) as the most · 
serious threat to socialism and the Communist Inovement.98 The 
1986 prograrn makes only a passing reference to the constant 
attempts of in1perialistn to utilize internal difficulties . in socialist 
countries to fan nationalist emotions.99 The parts of the new 
program discussing re1ations between socialist countries emphasi
zed the necessity of further developing forn1s of comprehensive 
cooperation - political, econotnic, 1nilitary and cultural. In a 
significant passage the progran1 noted that the preceding decades 
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had enriched the practice of socialist construction, and demonstra
ted the diversity (n1nogoobrazie) of . the socialist world. The 
consistent utilization '"of the generallaws (obshchie zakonotner
nosti) in the concrete situation of each socialist countrf' was the 
forn1ula for the successful construction of socialism. too 

Thus the 27th CPSU congress alone did not promise significant 
new developments in the doctrine. However, the very vagueness of 
the language, in Gorbachev's speech as well as in the subsequent 
resolution and in the new party progran1., whether intentional or not, 
would seem to open for discussions .. which could eventually 
challenge orthodox interpretations. The congress, on the other hand, 
did not create a new ideological fran1ework to regulate relations 
between socialist states. It seems reasonable to conclude that the 
new leadership had not yet undertaken a comprehensive review of 
the field. Limiting themselves to noncOinmittal phraseology, they 
avoided or toned down controversial parts of the o]d doctrine~ while 
leaving the n1ain fran1ework largely intact. ·· · 

It became increasingly evident, however1 that the times of · a 
single, coherent "theory" were gone. The fundamental unanin1ity of 
views which until recently had characterized Soviet statements and 
writings about socialist international relations no longer existed. A 
group of innovators, who extended "new thinking', in Soviet foreign 
policy to intra-bloc relations, were opposed by hard-liners of the old 
school. In February 1986 Vaditn Zagladin · published an article 
which, without n1entioning Novopashin's contribution fron1 the 
previous autumn, was clearly an attack on reform-minded interpre
tations of socialist international relations. Rejecting notions that 
internationalisn1 was "outdated,,; Zagladin complained that proleta
rian internationalism was son1etin1es discussed in a 1nanner which 
threatened to strip the notion of its ''internationalist" content.lOJ 
Pravdtz continued to chan1pion the traditionalist cause. An editorial 
after the CMEA summit in Moscow in November 1986 reiterated 
the old arguments. Pravda stressed the need for "unity", Hcoopera
tion'\ and ~·cohesion" in relations between socialist states, which 
should be guided by the principles of ''proletarian, socialist 
internationalisn1 ". 102 · 

The apparent conservative opposition notwithstanding, from 
early 1987 the changes initiated in Soviet theory on socialist 
international relations after Gorbachev's accession to power rapidly 
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gained in significance and visibility. First, the previous unity of 
views vanished - and the observer was left to cope with an 
increasing number of mutually contradictory statements, some of 
which tnight have originated from sources highly placed in the 
government machinery or in influential academic institutions. Being 
primarily the result of the new atmosphere of "glasnost" which 
gained mon1entun1 after the January 1987 plenun1 of the CPSU 
Central Con1mittee, the new plurality of opinions would in itself 
inlply a change in the role of the utheory of socialist international 
relations" in relations between socialist states. Until then statements 
in major Soviet acadetnic journals and newspapers could . be 
interpreted as representing Soviet leadership opinion (or the opinion 
of in1portant leadership groups), not merely the author's personal 
views. One of their functions was to signal Soviet preferences to the 
outside world. The new situation has changed the observer's task 
when trying to interpret the multitude of Soviet statements. 
Secondly, what could be called the mainstream interpretation of the 
doctrine underwent significant changes. Authors, who in the 
conformist 1970s had produced strictly orthodox articles and books, 
which in their basic arguments were hardly distinguishable from 
one another, now presented new and challenging interpretations. 
One representative of this kind of metamorphosis was the 
academician 0 leg T. Bogomolov, leader of the Academy Institute of 
the Economy of the World Socialist System, whose previous works 
in the field were not always stimulating reading, but who now 
regularly appears with provocative views on the nature of socialist 
international relations. 

An article by Vadim Zagladin in Kommunist vooruzhennykh sil (a 
journal of the Ministry of Defence) presented some of the themes 
which were to reoccur in subsequent discussions of the subject.I03 It 
n1ay seem curious that Zagladin, who usually did not excel in 
innovative reforn1ulations of orthodox doctrine (cf. his article from 
February 1986 mentioned above), now seen1ed to initiate a new 
approach to the topic. The most obvious explanation may be that 
the need for new thinking in the field was now generally 
recognized, and the conservative faction wanted to put their imprint 
on the ensuing debate. · 

Zagladin argued that diversity in the movement should be viewed 
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prin1arily as a source of strength, which ''makes it easier for 
communists to pay regard to national peculiarities and the actual 
historical situationu. The rise of disagreements within the 
movement is a completely natural consequence of this diversity, and 
should be overcome by way of ''comradely'' discussions. Any 
attempts to avoid or hide disagreements in a movement as big as the 
communist one could be only illusory. Neither was the existence of 
a single unifying center in accordance with the demands posed by 
the time. · · 

The CPSU's relationship with fraternal parties should be guided 
by a · set of principles. First, relations · with all Communist and 
workers' parties should be developed as one of the most important 
directions of CPSU activity on the international scene. Second, 
disagreements between the parties should not be exaggerated. 
Disagreements are, basically, nonnal, and they should not be allowed 
to prevent the development of constructive relations. Third, when 
striving toward higher forms of collaboration between the parties, 
the CPSU should not equate unity with "edinobrazie" (conformity) 
~ no one has a monopoly of truth, and there should be no 
interference in each other's affairs. Disagreements, even in matters 
of principle, should be solved by way of discussion. The CPSU 
should be guided by the principle of uproletarian internationalism"' 
but Hcomplete independence and equalityt noninterference in each 
other's internal affairs" should be its indispensable parts. Zagladin 
also recognized the necessity of a new analysis of a series of 
problen1s of the comtnunist movement and international relations. 

Gorbachev's remarks during his visit to Prague in April 1987, 
although not representing a fundamental · revision of the basic 
doctrine of "socialist internationalism"1 continued the line only 
indicated at the 27th congress by renewing the emphasis on 
"mnogoobrazie'; (diversity) and the non-socialist general principles 
of relations between states. Answering Gustav Husak's somewhat 
hypocritical praise of the policy of reform in the Soviet Union, 
Gorbachev said, inter alia: · · · 

We proceed above all from the premise that the entire system of political 
relations between the socialist countries can and should be built 
unswervingly mz a foundation of equality and mutual responsibility. No 
one has the right to claim a special position in the socialist world The 
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independence of each pany, its reJ]JOnsibility to its people, the 1ight to 
resolve questions of the counfl)1 j· development in a sovereign way- for u.s,~ 
these are indijputable principles. 

lt may be argued that these retnarks did not necessarily signalthe 
emergence of a new Soviet interpretation of the. nature of relations 
between socialist countries. After al1, "equality" and ''sovereignty" 
had on various occasions in the past been hailed as undisputable 
elen1ents of socialist international relations. However. . their 
significance on this occasion was underlined by parallel renlarks 
about the need to proceed to a "qua1itatively new stage" in relations 
between socialist states - the old fonns of cooperation being no 
longer sufficient. 104 

Some weeks earlier the General Secretary had used similar 
language during a visit to Moscow of the Argentine communist 
leader Athos Fava. The two party leaders agreed that the moven1ent 
needed to overcon1e '4stereotypes that arose in the previous stage". 
They called for 

re la lions among Communist Parries rh at rule out any sort of "cemre" and 
that promote a common search for answers to urgent and long-rerm 
questions mu/for relations of tntst and sincerity. in which pm1ies are able 
to value one another's expen·e,zce and to cherish the prillciples that enable 
them to draw from this diverse experience lessons that are useful to each 
othe1: 105 

Gorbachev used sin1ilar expressions in an interview in the l'Unita in 
May. He strongly repudiated the possibility of the existence of any 
kind of ·•centre" of the comrnunist Inovement. The "'detennination 
of policy and forn1s of activiti' were wholly within the jurisdiction 
of each party; cooperation itself was possible only ''on a voluntary 
and equal basis 1

'.
106 

Oleg T. Bogomolov continued the cautious reevaluation under 
way in an article in Komnumist at about the sazue time. He stressed 
the diversity of forms of socialist development -each country's path 
toward sodalistn being influenced by the domestic factors and 
national characteristics. Bogotnolov conceded that these points 
were not innovations in the theory. However, he says, there had 
been a tendency not to pay sufficient attention to "the analysis of the 

40 



diversity of forms and tnethods of . socialist transforn1ation''. 
Continuing the thetne of "unity in diversity'', Bogon1olov stated that 
differences in ~'national and state interests of each country" Inustbe 
addressed in order to achieve cohesion . in the socialist camp_I07 

An article in Konununist vooruzlzennvkh sil smne months later 
took a tnore conservative approach to the problen1 of finding the 
proper balance between the principle . of ''n1nogoobrazie" and the 
orthodox values of unity and priority of con1n1on interests. The 
author referred to the new party program, and paraphrasing 
Gorbachev's speech in Prague, he stated as an overriding principle 
that "the whole systen1 of political relations between the countries 
of socialism should be constructed unswervingly on the basis of 
c01nplete equality and mutual responsibility. Nobody has the right 
to assume for himself a special position in the socialist world." The 
independence of each party is . an unbreakable principle. But then 
came the ubiquitous "but" (this, too~ a paraphrase of Gorbachev,s 
re1narks in Prague): .. .. 

we arc deeply convinced, that a successful development of the socialist 
commonwealth is impossible unless evel)1 party and countl}' takes an 
interest not only in its own aff'airs, but pays attention to the common 
interests as well, taking a reJpectful attitude to jl1ends and allies and 
paying due attention to their interests. 108 · · .. ·. · 

A third article, in the July issue of Mezlzdunarodnaia zhizn: sup
ported the innovative interpretation represented by Bogomolov. 
Contrary to Bul'ba's traditionalist stressing of the priority of the 
international over national interests, the article in Mezhdunarodnaia 
zhizn' produced a Lenin quotation which emphasized the impor
tance of adjusting the general principles of socialist construction to 
the conditions in each country. 109 The author also quoted Gorba
chev's staten1ent in Prague about the transition to a new phase in 
relations between socialist states. On the political level, according to 
the author, this new phase would require recognition of the 
con1pJete equality of all the countries. No one had the right to a 
special position in the socialist world. The article noted that the 
independence of each party, their responsibility toward the people, 
and their sovereign right to decide all don1estic issues, should be 
··unconditionally,, respected.' to 
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The doctrine thus proved sufficiently vague to allow a certain 
r,ange of interpretations~ without the appearance of necessarily 
rejecting old dogmas or creating new ones. At this point, at least~ it 
was a matter of presenting relevant interpretations of the old 
doctrine. · 

Gorbachev's two main speeches during the celebration of the 
70th anniversary of the October revolution in November 1987 did 
not add anything substantially new to the earlier statements. The 
paragraphs on relations between socialist states in his speech to the 
gathering of socialist and Communist parties on November . 4 
elaborated on the theme introduced before his visit to Prague and 
subsequently discussed by Soviet authors. While the call in Prague 
had been for "a new stage'' in the development of relations between 
socialist states, Gorbachev now postulated the necessity of a "more 
sophisticated system of mutual relations" between the world's 
progressive forces. He warned against the ''arrogance of omnisci.:. 
ence" resulting in "a tenacious habit to reject other points of view 
out of hand." 111 

Gorbachev's speech in the Supreme Soviet tried to balance the 
renewed stress on diversity with references to the still valid 
internationalist duties of socialist countries. Speaking about the 
necessity of Hunconditional and complete equality" and "strict 
observance of the principles of peaceful coexistence'' 112 between 
socialist states, Gorbachev continued: 

The world of socialism stands before us today in all its national and social 
diversity. This is good and usefuL We have become convinced that unity 
does not at all mean identity and uniformity. We have also become 
convinced that socialism does not and cannot have any llmodel" that 
evei)'One must measure up to. 

The remarks on the traditional "common" interests of socialism 
were con1paratively vague. Gorbachev recognized "concern for the 
comn1on cause of socialism" as one of the "recognized principles" 
of relations between socialist states. However, when he directly 
addressed the internationalist aspects of the doctrine, the implica
tions remained less than clear: 
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\Ve know about the damage that can be caused by a weakening of the 
internationalist principle in relations among socialist states, by deviations 
from the principle of mutual advantage and mutual assistance, and by 
inattention to the common interests of socialism in activities in the world 
arena. 113 

A comparison of articles by Bogomolov and Savinov, who regularly 
wrote on the topic in the Foreign Ministry journal Mezhdunarodnaia 
zhizn: may serve as a further illustration of the undetermined state 
of the doctrine at this point. An article by Bogomolov in the 
November 1987 issue of Kommunist~ 114 one of several contributions 
by this author during the year, tts took as its point of departure the 
need for "new solutions" to regulate the relations between socialist 
countries. ll 6 Savinov, writing some months later in Voprosy istorii 
KPSS, 117 agreed about the need for change, stating that the forms of 
cooperation which were formed Hin the first period of the world 
socialist system" were becon1ing increasingly inadequate and must 
be renewed.tl8 Otherwise, however, Savinov's article was far more 
conservative in its general approach to the subject. 

Bogomolov, stressing the extent of diversity in the socialist world 
and qualifying the value for other countries of the experience of the 
CPSU and the Soviet Union, emphasized the importance of the 
Hgeneral democratic rules" in relations between socialist states. The 
need was for democratization of international re1ations.tl9 Referen
ces to "internationalism" were toned down. Bogomolov observed ''a 
growing diversity of each country1s approach to the tasks [of 
socialist construction]" resulting in mutual influence between the 
various forms of social change taking place in socialist countries.12o 

Savinov, on the other hand, having finished the obligatory recital 
of the need for "new thinking" also in socialist international 
relations, in fact repeated many of the old dogmas of the doctrine. 
He stressed the continued validity of "socialist internationalism~\ 
attacking attempts to replace "socialist internationalism" with 
"socialist partnership". Similar attempts, according to Savinov, 
questioned the "class content'\ and the Hrevolutionary content" of 
relations between socialist states, contrary to the interests of 
socialism. As an exan1ple of this kind of thinking, he referred to 
Novopashin's article, mentioned previously, in Rabochii klass i 
sovremennyi nzir from Septen1ber 1985 (see above, p. 33).121 
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National interests, "correctly understood", Savinov wrote, ultinla
tely converged with the conunon interests of socialism. Commu
nists should pay attention in their decisions to factors uniting the 
socialist countries. Decisions should not be allowed to "weaken the 
con11non front against imperialism". The implications of the 
argument was that international interests should have precedence in 
cases of conflict between the two. 122 Savinov emphasized the 
importance of the general laws of socialist construction, calling for 
"'unity" and Hcohesion" in the socialist bloc. · 

. . . . . 

1988: Soviet ideology7 in. transition ... 
In the course of 1988 Soviet media rapidly extended the range of 
free wheeling discussions fron1 domestic to discussions of foreign 
policy~ including relations between socialist countries. In May and 
June Viacheslav Dashichev, departlnent head in the Institute of the 
Econon1y of the World Socialist Systetn, published a broad critique 
of past and, by implication, present conduct of Soviet foreign 
policy.123 Dashichev himself viewed his efforts as an attempt to 
open up the field of foreign affairs to public . debate, criticizing 
earlier silence on the subject. The new openness to debate and 
diverging views, even in publications aitning at a broader public, 
became apparent also in the field of Soviet-East European relations. 

On the formal political level the signing of the joint Soviet
Yugoslav declaration on 18 March had potential significance not 
only for Soviet-Yugoslav relations. The principles said to govern 
Soviet relations with Yugoslavia were explicitly said to be valid for 
relations between socialist states in general. At the close of the year, 
in Gorbachev's speech to the General Assembly of the United 
Nations, soine of the elements of the new Soviet view on relations 
between socialist states were stated in the . n1ost unambiguously 
authoritative n1anner so far. 

The Yugoslav-Soviet declaration, signed during Gorbachev,s visit 
to Yugoslavia,l24 opened by reiterating the content of the 
declarations fr01n Belgrade 1955 and Moscow 1956. The two 
parties declared their continued adherence to the basic elements in 
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the two previous declarations: mutual respect for each other's 
independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity, equal rights, and 
noninterference in each others internal ·. affairs under any pretext. . 
The declaration also explicitly recognized the . possibility of 
"different roads to socialisn1". While most ·of the · specific . 
stipulations of the declaration addressed Soviet-Yugoslav relations, . 
the principles governing relations between the two countries were .· 
explicitly n1ade vaJid for relations within the socialist world in · 
general: "Consistent respect for the independence[ ... ] of parties and .· 
socialist countries in their choice of path of their own development'\ · .. 
the declaration declared, had enabled the · two governn1ents . to . 
overcome the post-1948 difficulties. "This is of great importance 
not only for Soviet-Yugoslav mutual . relations, but for the 
development and strengthening of socialisn1 as a world systen1., 
The declaration went on to state a variety of the by now fan1iliar 
Soviet then1e of ""freedon1 of choice'': 

Convinced that no one has a motwpo(v on tnah, the two pw1ies declare 
the absence of any intentions to force . upon others their own ideas 
(predstavleniia) c~f societal development The degree of success of each 
path to socialism is tested by social-political practise, and is affirmed by .· 
concrete resu/15~ 

Referring to the Helsinki accord fron1 ·. 1975, the two parties 
declared their readiness to abstain from interference ·in other 
countries' internal affairs '"under any pretext". 

Aleksandr Bovin, the lzvestia comtnentator, has argued that the 
Soviet-Yugoslav declarations of 1955 and 1956, reflecting the 
"'special case'~ of the troubled relationship between the two countries, 
had only Jitnited impact on Soviet interpretations of the general 
nature of relations within the socialist world.t 25 The Soviet 
acceptance of app1ying the basic principles of the new declaration 
to relations between all socialist states was of obvious significance 
for Soviet- East European relations. 

* * * 

Only a comparatively stnalJ part of Gorbachev's main speech to the 
19th CPSU Conference on 28 June 1988 dealt directly with foreign 
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affairs and relations between socialist countries. However, when 
compared with the vague language on the subject of socialist 
international relations during the 27th CPSU Congress in 1986

1 

Gorbachev's statements on this occasion testified to the process of 
reevaluation now under way. Without specifying the exact meaning 
of his words, Gorbachev stated that the socialist countries had 
endeavoured "to rid the internationalist essence of our relations of 
the sediment that accumulated on them in the past." Having stated 
that the socialist world was going through "a complex, crucial 
period'', Gorbachev in the next paragraph stressed "freedom of 
choice" as a key factor of new thinking in foreign policy: · ·.· 

We are convinced that this is a universal principle for intenwtional 
relations at a time when the vel)' survival of civilization has become the 
pn'ncipal problem of the world, its common denominator. 126 

Although his words seemed to be primarily directed toward the 
Third World, Gorbachev's emphasis on '"freedom of choice" as an 
universal principle could hardly remain without repercussion for the 
ideological foundations of Soviet policy in Eastern Europe. In the 
present situation, Gorbachev continued, 

the imposition of a social system, way of life, or policies from outside by 
any means, let alone military, are dangerous trappings of the past period 
Sovereignty and independence, equal rights and non-imeiference are 
becoming universal(v recognized rules of intenwtional relations, which is 
in itself a major achievement of the twentieth century. To oppose freedom 
of choice is to come out against the objective tide of histOI)' itself That is 
why power politics in all its forms and manifestations is historically 
obsolescent. ' 2 7 

The relevant point is not the fact that Gorbachev did not raise '4the 
question of limited sovereignty'', or the fact that Eastern European 
reformers were left in the dark as to how much reform could be 
tolerated.l28 It could prove difficult, however, to maintain the 
ideological justification of the limitations to Eastern European 
autonomy while simultaneously stressing "freedon1 of choice" as an 
unconditional principle. 

In another significant paragraph Gorbachev seen1ed to imply an 
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increased Soviet emphasis on the values of the "general democratic 
principles" of international relations: , ..... · 

The new political thinking has enabled us to appreciate more fully how 
vitally impo11ant to contemporal)' international relations are the moral 
values that have over the centuries been evolved by nations, .. and 
generalized and spelled out by humanity's great minds. J 29 

. : ::. ·.. . .... · . . . 

The cautious reevaluation of socialist international relations under 
way had so far remained within the flexible limits set by the old 
doctrine - reemphasizing and reinterpreting old formulas rather 
than placing socialist international relations on theoretically new 
foundations. Basic postulations of the old theory were not explicitly 
rejected. There always seemed to be the possibility of reviving som~ 
statement, of the "founders of Marxism-Leninism" . or lesser 
authorities, which implied that the new view was, in fact, only the 
correct interpretation of old truths. In the realm of general Soviet 
foreign policy, on the other hand, the new. thinking represented not 
only a reinterpretation, but the rejection of fundamental parts of the · 
previous doctrine. The rejection of "class struggle" as the deter- . 
mining factor in relations between socialist and capitalist states 
brought Soviet international relations, in theory at least, on a new 
footing. Viacheslav Dashichev also criticized the conduct of Soviet 
foreign policy in the past. But the rejection of class struggle, as well 
as the historical critique, only touched upon Soviet relations with the . 
socialist states. 

The article by Aleksandr Bovin referred to . above was one of the 
more revealing analyses of ''socialist internationalismn and 
relations between the Soviet Union and its socialist allies so far. Its 
point of departure was a seemingly . theoretical discussion of 
whether the principles of "peaceful coexistence., are applicable also 
to socialist international relations. Bovin identified 4 'peaceful 
coexistence" with the "general democratic principles'1 for relations 
between states: non-aggression, equal rights, respect for sovereignty, 
non-interference, etc. This set of rules, according to Bovin, was Hthe 
only possible foundation" for cooperation between the fraternal . 
countries, and they must also be at the foundations of "socialist 
internationalism''. While the previous n1ainstream interpretation of 
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the doctrine had given precedence to "socialist internationalism" in 
the case of conflict, Bovin now took the opposite stand. And indeed, 
he continued, past ntishaps in socialist international relations were 
due exactly to this order of priority: 

The principle of socialist imenwtionalism cannot be realized, cannot be 
free of various kinds of deform£lfiml!1: [ ... ] if its role in the system of 
socialist international relations is not founded on the solid foundations of 
[ ... ]the general democratic norms. J 30 

The theory itself had not been the real problen1. Theoretically the 
'tgeneral de1nocratic" norms had been acknowledged all the tin1e. 
In praxis, however, attention had been fixed on · the unity of ideas · 
and policies and on n1onolithic cohesion - not ·on the norms of 
conduct derived from respect for sovereignty and equal rights.131 
Although the critique was n1ost specific for the pre-1956 period, 
Bovin argued that the negative tendencies continued to influence 
relations between the socialist countries. Bovin identitied the 
balancing of national and international interests as the central 
problen1 in relations between socialist states. 132 

The point is not that Bovin's views necessarily represented the 
noflicial" view of the Soviet foreign policy apparatus. Other 
con1n1ents, like for instance son1e by LP Aboimov, a deputy minister 
of foreign affairs, could be more an1biguous in their implications. 
Aboimov lin1ited himself to stressing the necessity of avoiding 
"dogmatis1n" and of "democratising" cooperation between the 
socialist countries, to take into regard the diversity of the socialist 
world, and to respect national interests and the peculiarities of each 
country.t33 However, Bovin was not alone in arguing for a 
reinterpretation of the relationship between the '"general democratic 
norms'' and ''socialist internationalism',. Vadin1 Medvedev, the 
Central Co1nn1ittee secretary in charge of ideology, en1phasized in 
an interview with Kommunist that "acknowledging national features" 
was no longer seen as a "deviation from Marxis1n-Leninistn". 
Medvedev described the "multiplicity of forms of national mani
festations" of the socialist ideas as Hthe confirmation of its universal 
nature, and an enrichment of the socialist idea itself'.I34 

Gorbachev's appearance in the United Nations on 7 December 
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1988135 represented the next in a series of Soviet efforts to convey a 
new in1age of Soviet foreign policy aims and methods. In some 
cases they had gone far in the direction ()f posing doubts about the 
morality and expediency of Soviet conduct in the past. In line with 
this tendency, Gorbachev's speech announced a set of new 
departures and questioned in1portant parts of the fundamental 
dogn1as hitherto underlying the conduct of Soviet foreign policy. 
Apart from concrete proposals in specific fields, the speech for the 
most part reiterated ideas which had been presented before as part 
of the evolving "new thinking" in Soviet foreign policy.l36 However, 
the form of the speech as a n1ajor ·Soviet foreign policy pro
nouncement directed toward a world audience warrants son1e 
comn1ents on the parts directly relevant to Soviet-East European 
relations. 

Gorbachev caJled for the rejection of the use of force as an 
instrun1ent in foreign policy. In relations to Eastern Europe, this 
represented a significant departure fron1 the original stipulations of 
the Brezhnev Doctrine - use of force actually spurred its very 
forn1ulation. 

He went on to state that every nation should have "freedmn of 
choice" in the creation of its social and political system. The 
"freedon1 of choice" should not be restricted by any limitations: 

To deny this right of the peoples, under ·whatever pretext it is done, under 
whatever words it is concealed. is to encroach upon even the unstable 
equilibrium that has been achieved. Freedom of choice is a universal 
principle, and it should know no exceptionsJ37 

The significant point is the statement about the universality of this 
principle. Although Soviet foreign policy doctrine has always 
stressed the "complete sovereignty" of socialist nations, such state
ments have regularly been followed by a number of in1portant 
"buts" tnaking it clear that Hsovereignty" was to be interpreted 
within limitations set by "socialist internationalism". · Gorbachev 
also stated as a fact the diversity (Innogovariantnost') of social and 
political forms in the capitalist and socialist world. 

An equally in1portant departure from previous dogmas was 
Gorbachev's interpretation of the role of international Jaw in 
regulating relations between nations. We have discussed the earlier 
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approach - making the rules of international law subordinate to 
~'class interests" in relations between socialist nations. • Now 
Gorbachev declared his allegiance to a systen1 of international law 
that should be binding on all states! independent of their social or 
political system: 

Our ideal is a u•or/d communit_v of states based on the n1/e of law that 
would be ruled by law in their foreign policy activity as well 

The achie1•ement of this ideal would be facilitl1ted by an acconl, within 
the UN framework, on a uniform understanding of the pdncip/es and 
norms of intenwtionallaw, their cod~fication. with consideration for the 
neH' condition'J~ and the elaboration of legal norms for new spheres of 
cooperation. In the conditions of the nuclear age, the effectiveness of 
intenwtional law should be grounded not in fulfillment by compulsion but 
in norms reflecting a balance of the interests (~f states. us 

It n1ay be argued that the general reorientation outlined in Gor
bachev's speech and elsewhere is not relevant to Soviet thinking on 
relations between the Soviet Union and its socialist allies. Did the 
Soviets actually apply for instance 14freedon1 of choice" to their 
doctrine of relations between socialist states? Statements by Eduard 
Shevardnadze at a conference in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
the summer of 1988 seemed designed to demonstrate the linkage 
between "new thinking" and Soviet relations with Eastern Europe 
and other socialist states. 

These relations, according to Shevardnadzer were established 
during the first decade after World War II, and necessarily reflected 
the ''peculiarities" (osobennosti) of that period. This was reflected 
in "special ideas about the character of alliance obligations and the 
juridical procedures to safeguard these obligations". Although 
n1uch had been done to place the alliance on a footing of ''equality, 
respect for sovereignty and independence'', these generally accepted 
principles of mutual relations were far from always realized in 
relations between theSoviet Union and its allies. "New thinking", 
however, had brought "genuine respect for the right to indepen
dence" and an "atn1osphere of equality" and respect for and interest 
in each other's experience. Shevardnadze ended up declaring the 
right to Hfree choice" and the rules of "peaceful coexistence" (i.e. 
the 'tgeneral den1ocratic nonns") to be the ~'higher, universal" 
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principles of relations between states. This, not surprisingly, fostered 
the necessity of rethinking a number of "stereotypes" _139 · ·. · ·.· •. 

Lesser authorities were naturally still more direct when 
addressing the problem. Oleg BogomoJov declared in 1989: 

Setting the course j(Jr revolutionary restructuring, the CPSU declared 
clearly and unambiguously: each conunimist pwty bears ji11L responsibi
lity for its policy before its own people; none of thern, the CPSU included, 
can hzy down claim to the absolute truth The Soviet Union does nOt 
impose its own course on anyone. On the contrGI)\ we are ttying to make 
use of the valuable experience of other socialist cowztrieJ: The times when 
those who depa11ed from the Soviet model were e:rcommunicated from 
socialism and branded degenerates have passed. f.IO 

1989: Be)'Ond the Brezhnev Doctrine 
Political developn1ents during 1989 seem to have answered the 
question underlying the above discussion of Soviet theory of 
socialist international relations since 1985. To what degree are the 
Soviets prepared to abandon the limitations on East European 
autonon1y inherent in the "Brezhnev doctrine''? In fact, Soviet 
tolerance towards political and social experimentation in Poland 
and Hungary has proved to be far greater than anybody was able to 
foresee less than one year ago. Writing early in 1989, Charles Gati 
concluded that the Soviet Union was prepared to tolerate extensive 
experimentation in the region, but within certain limits: 

Yet pluralism of the Westenz kind - one that would include several 
independent panies competing for power and the company unions 
coe:risting with independent unions - remain ideologically unacceptable . 
and untested, and thus unlikely.I4J 

At the present moment 142 the only remaining Soviet limitation to 
East European autonomy seem to be the demand that the WTO 
men1ber countries honour their alliance commitments and continue 
cooperation with the Soviet Union in security and foreign affairs. 
But even here the Hlimits to Soviet tolerance" are undefined. Would 

51 



Hungary be allowed to leave the Warsaw Pact and assume a neutral 
position, as son1e fairly authoritative Soviet voices have suggested? 
Would the Soviet Union's security interests in the region be better 
served by son1e kind of Finnish/ Austrian solution rather than by a 
military bloc of potentially unreliable and reluctant allies? 

Thus the practise of Soviet policy toward Eastern Europe 
presents itself fundamentally differently in late 1989 when 
compared to Gorbachev's first years in power. In the realn1 of 
theory, however, the new practise has only been partially 
accompanied by explicit reevaluations and redefinitions. In August 
1989 an observer of Soviet-East European relations n1ade the 
observation that 

Soviet poli(V wward Eastern Europe is one area where glasnosr' up until 
now has genera led less of the type ofclitical debate that has accompanied 
other c1.~pects of Soviet jbreign polic.v. 14J . 

Soviet commentators then1selves have made similar remarks. It was 
argued in New Tilnes that n1ore is said and written about Soviet-US 
relations or the con1n1on European house than about "the problen1s 
of the group of · countries traditionally known as the socialist 
conunonwealth ,.' 44 Eduard Shevardnadze has n1ade it clear that 
the exact content of the "new principles" that should guide relations 
between the ''fraternal" countries ren1ain to be defined. ··on this 
field we are falling behind", he declared before the Supreme Soviet 
in October 1989. 145 · · 

The foren1ost reason for this n1ay be the swiftness of 
developments in Eastern Europe. Rather than elaborating a blue
print and theoretical foundation for an active policy in the region, 
the Soviets have been presented with a series of faits accomplis 
which has 111ade the previous theoretical fran1ework for Soviet 
policy in the region now appears as an integral part of the genera] 
coherent blueprint for Soviet policy toward Eastern Europe, Soviet 
policy in the region now appears as an integrated part of the general 
framework of Soviet foreign policy strategy. The priority of the 
region in Soviet foreign policy thinking, with the concomitant need 
for a special theory to regulate intra bloc relations, has been scaled 
down. 

The integration of Soviet policy towards Eastern Europe within 
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Soviet foreign policy strategy had its corollary in a general 
deideologization and pragmatization of Soviet policy in the region. 
Without explicitly rejecting all the axioms ()f the theory of "socialist 
international relations'\ the Soviets now prefer to deal with the 
subject in the pragmatic language of ~'new political thinking". · .. · ·.· 

. . 

Soviet reactions to recent developn1ents in Eastern Europe thus 
seen1 to in1ply that the interventionist part of the "Brezhnev 
doctrine" is no longer part of Soviet thinking on relations with the 
WTO countries of Eastern Europe. Although Gorbachev hin1self 
has avoided direct references to it, some .ofhis close associates have 
repeatedly stressed that the Brezhnev doctrine is dead. 

. ·. 

Until recently Soviet staten1ents rarely · addressed directly the 
notion of military intervention, and the Soviets used to reject the 
existence of a special "Brezhnev doctrine~' of"limited sovereignty" 
for Eastern Europe. A Hungarian diplotnatreportedly observed that 
Hthis so-called doctrine was never formally promulgated, so .we 
can't expect it will be fonnally renounced".l46 · · · 

With regard to the doctrine of ''litnited sovereignty", the Soviets 
have in fact gone far toward renouncing the right to n1ilitary 
intervention in the socialist cotnn1onwealth. Soviet :governn1ent 
spokestnan Gennadii Gerasimov, when asked in December 198:7 
whether "'the tin1e now passed when it would be possible for the 
Soviet Union to intervene militarily in the natne of socialism in 
Eastern Europe'', answered an unequivocal "Yes''. At about the 
san1e time politburo metnber Egor Ligachev, who can hardly be 
said to represent the reform-minded wing of the party, ruled out the
possibility of Soviet intervention in Rumania on the lines of the 
interventions in Hungary and Czechoslovakia if the Rumanians 
should prove unable to overcmne their difficulties themselves.l47 
Oleg Bogon1olov, during a press conference broadcast by Soviet 
television, stated that the Soviet Union no longer questioned the 
sovereignty of its socialist allies, and that from now on the 
application of "what has been known in the West as the Brezhnev 
Doctrine" was "inconceivableH. 148 Before an American audience he 
said that "the HBrezhnev Doctrine'~ is con1pletely unacceptable and 
unthinkable[ ... ] We gave too tnuch advice before to our partners, 
and it was actually very damaging to them. It's tin1e to keep our 
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advice to ourselvesn. 149 In March 1989 Gorbachev reportedly told 
Hungarian party leader Karoly Grosz that "all possible safeguards 
should be provided so that no external force can interfere in the 
don1estic issues of socialist countries" as in 1956 and 1968.150 
Recently some Soviet voices have been even n1ore outspoken. 
Andranik Migranyan, an associate of Bogon1olov at the Institute for 
the Economy of the World Socialist System, stated in August 1989 
that "[w ]hat in the West was called the "Brezhnev doctrine" in our 
theoretical studies was dubbed the principle of socialist internatio
nalistn in relations between the Warsaw Treaty countries,. 
Underlying it was Hthe principle of a single 1nodel of socialisn1 "_151 
Gorbachev himself, however, has neither acknowledged the 
existence of, nor rejected, the Brezhnev doctrine. 

A reevaluation of the events in Czechoslovakia in 1968 and the 
legititnacy of the WTO intervention rnight be expected to 
accompany any definitive Soviet renunciation of the policies 
implied by the ''Brezhnev doctrine,, of "lin1ited sovereignty''. The 
evidence on this point is clearly open to interpretation, but as far as 
official Soviet opinion is concerned, the reevaluation has at best 
been a very hesitant one. Vaditn Medvedev, then Central 
Con1n1ittee secretary in charge of relations with ruling Communist 
parties, referred in1plicitly to the Czech reforn1s in an interview in 
February 1987, denouncing the refonners of 1968 as people who 
~'behind the slogan of renewal were atten1pting to undermine 
socialisnl"J52, and has denied any sitnilarity between the present 
reforn1s in the Soviet Union and the developments in Czechoslova
kia in 1968. Czech party chief Milos Jakes, during his visit to 
Moscow in January 1988, was apparently assured that no Soviet 
reevaluation was under way. Soviet views on the crisis, according to 
Jakes, were identical with those of the Czechoslovak govern
n1ent.153 Other evidence is n1ore an1biguous. Soviet press comtnen
taries on the twentieth anniversary of the invasion in August 1988 
included smne critical reports on the background of the crisis and 
on the role of Soviet policies as obstacles to necessary reform.t54 A 
TASS cmnmentary in lzvestill on 22 August, on the other hand, 
rejected the idea that a reevaluation of the Czechoslovak events 
must follow from the processes under way in the Soviet Union itself 

This picture was confused by state1nents of Soviet specialists, one 
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of whon1 told a Japanese newspaper that in a similar situation today, 
"our Party would n1ake a decision different from the one it made in 
1968. [ ... ]The reason is that no one has theright to monopolize the 
truth."l55 Sin1ilar staten1ents notwithstanding, Soviet leaders have 
so far not been willing to authorize a reevaluation of the 
Czechoslovak events. Since the sun11ner 1989, however, signs of an 
inuninent Soviet reevaluation have appeared. In August an article in 
Moscou.' News implicitly condemned the invasion. stating that', [t]he 
action~ taken on August 21, crushed the hopes for a gradual, 
evolutionary transfonnation of our own society".I56 Eduard 
Shevardnadze, when pressed on the point during an interview with 
Adam Michnik of Gazeta Wyborcza (Warsaw), made it clear that 
the Soviet Union could not officially condemn the invasion as long 
as the Czechoslovak leadership did not change its position.l57 A 
sin1ilar argument may hold true for the broader question of an 
official Soviet renunciation of the Brezhnev doctrine. In August 
1989 Evgenii Ambartsun1ov, a reform n1inded historian, told La 
Repubblica that "'Gorbachev must take into account the position of 
the present Czechoslovak leadership', and that "he cannot today 
allow himself to adopt a position that would then be rejected by the 
political leadership of an allied country.'' 158 The Soviet reaction to 
the Polish-Czechoslovak squabble in late August 1989, after the 
Polish Sejm conden1ned the invasion, indicated a "neutral" position 
in the conflict. 1 59 

The Soviet position is equally a1nbiguous with regard to the 
Hungarian uprising and the Soviet intervention of 1956. Despite the 
official Hungarian characterization of the events as a Hpopular 
uprising'\ the Soviets have not officially renounced its depiction as a 
4'countcrrevolution ". Liberal and n1ore conservative opinions have 
clashed in the columns of Ne~v Times. 160 An extretnely conservative 
article on the subject appeared in a n1ilitary-historical journal, 
repeating the old allegations about an "internal counter-revolution" 
supported by the "n1ost reactionary forces of international 
in1perialis1n,. etc.t6J The revolution and intervention in Hungary in 
1956, however, is to a smaHer degree than the invasion of 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 directly linked to the genesis and the 
axioms of the Brezhnev doctrine. 

Although the conduct of Soviet relations with Eastern Europe in 
the past has been extensively criticized under Gorbachev, the 
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Soviets have so far been cautious about questioning the very 
legititnacy of the communist takeover in these countries after the 
Second World War. Although it could be stated that "this n1odel 
[i.e. the Soviet model] was not only an exan1ple, but[ ... ] to a certain 
extent it was forced upon then1 [i.e. the . East European 
countries]", l62 even the n1ost ardent reformers lin1ited their critique 
to past "tnistakes" in intra-bloc affairs.t63 · · · 
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Conclusion: 

Soviet East European relations 
in transition · · · · · · 

Even if it is impossible to answer the question of whether the Soviet 
Union has finally renounced the "'Brezhnev doctrine" and the theory 
of "limited sovereignty", the changes with regard to the broader 
subject of Soviet theory of relations between socialist states have 
put the relationship between the Soviet Union and its allies in 
Eastern Europe on a new footing. First, the signals emanating fron1 
Moscow have changed fron1 equating compliance with the Soviet 
model of socialist construction to encouraging reforn1 based on the 
historical and socio-political realities in · each country. Thus the 
regin1es of Eastern Europe face the dilemma of reacting to popular 
demands of reforn1 which tnay be in1plicitly or explicitly supported 
by Moscow. Second, changes in the theory and in officially pro
claimed Soviet doctrine on relations between socialist states have aB 
but e1in1inated the possibility of ideologically justifying an imple~ · 
mentation of the interventionist part of the '4Brezhnev doctrine'' .. 

The ,main line of development of Soviet thinking on socialist 
international relations during the last two decades has gone from 
en1phasis on "convergence" (sblizhenie), "cohesion" (splochen
nost'), and ultitnate "fusion'' (slianie), toward recognition of the 
pluralization of the socialist world - "a search for variety [of 
socialist construction] within the framework of a single formation''. 
As the Soviets put it~ the idea of a single model of socialism has 
ceased to exist.164 · · · · · 

* * * 
The opening pages of this study stressed the normative and policy
oriented character of Soviet ideology in general and the theory of . 
relations between socialist states in particular. The fundan1ental 
task of ideology in relations between socialist states was described 
as fostering Soviet control and cohesion in the bloc by presenting a 
set of rules of the game for the conduct of domestic and foreign 
affairs. The theory of socialist international relations . had the 
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specific function of providing such rules for relations between 
socialist states, and paid special attention to relations between the 
Soviet Union and its smaller allies. The "theory, however, was not 
confined to relations between states, but was intimately intertwined 
with a Htheoryn or doctrine of socialist developtnent, i.e. with the 
internal evolution of socialist countries. 

Thus ~'theoretical'' discussions or statements served to signal 
Soviet preferences in matters of dornestic and foreign affairs to the 
leaders o[EasfEuropean countries and also to various other target 
groups. Elen1ents of the theory, which frmn a purely analytical point 
of view n1ight seen1 less than illun1inating, had obvious policy 
implications, and their evocation by Moscow n1ight severely restrict 
the options open to policy n1akers in Eastern Europe. In this essay 
we have focused on the evolution of a nun1ber of such ·~focal 
points" of the Soviet theory of socialist international relations. 

Considering the character and function of the theory as outlined 
above, it n1ay be assumed that the gradual, and then more abrupt, 
development of son1e of its key elen1ents reflected a real change in 
the way the Soviets viewed the nature of the relationship between 
the Soviet Union and the smaller socialist countries of Europe. The 
evolution of the doctrine implied a reconsideration on the part of the 
Moscow leadership of the nature of Soviet interests in the region, or 
at least a reevaluation of the n1eans toward the achievement of 
Soviet objectives. 

During the 1970s and the first part of the 1980s, the theory of 
socialist international relations was basically stable, and there were 
few signs of a radical reinterpretation of the basic tenets of the 
doctrine. We have seen, however, that evidence of an initial reevalu
ation became visible in the early 1980sl and that elaborations of the 
topic during the following years tended to stress "diversity, in the 
socialist can1p as Hregular" and "'norn1al". 

The principal cause for the reevaluation was the ailing per
forn1ance of the Soviet and the East European economic and 
political systerns which beca~ne increasingly n1anifest from about 
the middle of the 1970s. The stagnation, or even reversal, of the 
improvement in living standards, and the habit of the East 
Europeans to use as the basis for comparison the situation in 
Western Europe rather than that in the Soviet Union, seriously 
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undern1ined what was left of the legitimacy of the Con1munist 
regimes. Signs of potentially dangerous popular discontent appea
red, n1ost expressly in Poland, and at the same time the economic 
cost to the Soviet Union of bolstering the regimes in Eastern Europe 
steadily increased. 165 The western response to the imposition of 
martial law in Poland in Decen1ber 1981 demonstrated the political 
cost of maintaining the unity of the socialist bloc in Europe. The 
"burdens of empire~' becatne increasingly heavy for the Soviet 
Union. · 

Since the early 1970s western observers had pointed to the 
increasing potential for conflicts between Soviet den1ands for 
orthodoxy and East European particularistic aspirations. Referring 
to Soviet relations with its socialist allies in Eastern Europe (and · to 
the US-Latin Atnerica relationship), William Zimn1erman wrote in 
1972: . . 

As decisionmakers in these states /i.e. Eastern Europe/Latin Amelica] 
attempt to cultivate a sense of legitimacy for · their respective regimes by 
instilling in major socieJal groups a sense of participation in the political 
svstem, these co1mtn'es will be prone to pursue politics which will clash 
l~'itlz tlze preferences of the regional supe1power ~ .. 166 · · · · · · · 

.. . ·. 

The Soviets were confronted with the dilemma of accepting a 
o:reater degree of diversity in the socialist . bloc, or insisting on 
~onformity with the Soviet model and thus running the risk of 
having to engage in high-cost political, economic and ultimately 
tnilitary intervention in the socialist countries of Eastern Europe. 
Their two goals~ "cohesion" within the Soviet bloc and '•viability'' 
of the Con1n1unist regin1es, becan1e increasingly incon1patible in 
Eastern Europe. "Cohesion" according to J.F. Brown, was then1ain 
Soviet aim in Eastern Europe. It meant · · · · · 

a sirumion where[. .. ] there is a general conformity of ideological, political 
and economic polh:v. both domestic and foreign, as laid down by the 
Soviet Union in an}' particular petiod 167 · 

"Viability", on the other hand~ meant 

a degree of confidence and efficienL)', e.!;pecially economic, in the East 
European states that would increasingly legitimize commw1ist rule and 
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correspondingly reduce the Soviet need for a preventive preoccupation 
with that region. 168 

Particularistic tendencies appeared in most East European coun
tries. Poland and Hungary followed their own way of social and 
political development, and even Czechoslovakia and the Gennan 
Democratic Republic presented some innovations in their economic 
systen1s. Rmnania followed its own path in foreign and security 
affairs. With the exception of Rumania, however, particularisn1 was 
mostly confined to domestic policies. The integrationist drive of the 
1970s 169 notwithstanding, the Soviets were forced to accept a 
degree of deviation fron1 the Soviet model. The cautious reeva
luation of Soviet theory, far from preceding the appearance of 
diversity in the bloc, n1erely reflected the realities of the new 
situation in Soviet-East European relations. Evolutions in the 
doctrine, however, once declared, gave the stmnp of Soviet approval 
to greater diversity within the bloc, and made a return to the classic 
ideal of unity less likely. ·. · · 

The Polish crisis of 1980-81 demonstrated the failure of Poland's 
social, economic and political system, and n1ade evident the need 
for some sort of basic reform. The Polish events also presented 
obvious lessons for the other socialist regimes of Eastern Europe. It 
was hardly coincidental that Brezhnev used the rostrum of the 26th 
CPSU congress in February 1981 to signal Soviet approval for more 
diversity within the bloc. · · · · 

The period after March 1985 has been characterized by the 
processes of rapidly 1nounting economic, social and political crises 
in Eastern Europe and in the Soviet Union itself, at the same time as 
the Soviet~ have launched their own radical progrmn for economic 
and political reform. The conflict between "cohesionn and Hvia
bility" becan1e acute: in Poland, and to a lesser degree also in 
Hungary, the lack of fundamental reforn1 led to econon1ic 
disintegration and the spectre of popular revolt. Other regimes in 
the region have been able to continue along the old path only 
through increased use of repressive measures to contain popular 
dissent and discontent. The Soviets were forced to realize the 
counterproductivity of the previous 1nodel of Soviet East-European 
relations for Soviet political, n1ilitary and econon1ic interests. 

The reeval uation under Gorbachev of the theory of socialist 
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international relations was part of the general rethinking of Soviet 
foreign policies which was launched under the nan1e of "'new 
political thinking". 170 Underlying the new approach in Soviet 
foreign policies was the realization of the Soviet Union's 
dependence on the more developed capitalist West for its own 
development and tnodernization. Under these circumstances, the 
politic-al cost of tnaintaining old-fashioned . unity in the socialist 
can1p becmne too high. The iinperative need for improved relations 
with the West and more cost-effective use of Soviet material and 
political resources made the Soviets rethink their policy towards the 
stna11er allies in Europe. The Soviets felt that the previous tnodel of 
Soviet-East European relations cornprised a hindrance to Soviet 
efforts to establish a new relationship with the developed West with 
a view to modernizing the Soviet econon1y. 

Equally relevant is the question whether developn1ents in the 
Soviet Union itself n1ade obsolete the old principle of stressing 
''unity", i.e. conformity with the Soviet n1odel, as the basic feature of 
socio-political developments in Eastern Europe. It n1ay be argued 
that the questioning of previous orthodoxy in the Soviet Union itself 
excluded the possibility of demanding adherence to the Soviet 
n1odel from the smaller socialist countries: ·there was no Soviet 
example to follow any n1ore. Under these circumstances Eastern 
Europe nuty even have become an assetto the Soviet Union as a 
field of experin1entation - East European reformers presented the 
Soviets with valuable experience for their own search for new 
solutions to problems of econmnic and political deve1opnlent.l71 

* * * 
In late 1989 the theory of socialist international relations is no 
longer appropriate as a guide to the intricacies of Soviet policy 
towards the East European countries. The terminology has 
changed, and the Soviet reaction to developments in Poland and 
Hungary demonstrates that the ""Brezhnev ·doctrine" no longer 
defines Soviet policy in the region. 

'(Freed01n of choice" for all countries regardless of their social 
systen1, and "all peoples' right to decide over their own future''; 
these and similar expressions reappear in today's Soviet statements 
and commentaries dealing with Eastern Europe. Gorbachev also 
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used the rostrum of the Council of Europe to declare the Soviet 
Union's unconditional adherence to the principle of "non-inter
ference in other countries' internal affairs". With direct reference to 
the western notion of a Soviet theory of ''limited independence", he 
condetnned "'any attempts to lin1it the sovereignty of states".tn 
Asked whether the Soviet Union was prepared to accept that · the 
communist parties in Poland and Hungary might lose the "leading 
role" in society, he declared that this was a matter to be decided by 
the Poles and the Hungarians thenlselves.l73 

Since then similar assertions tend to appear in all official Soviet 
staten1ents on Soviet-East European relations. A couple of 
examples may n1ake the point. In his speech to the second session of 
the Supreme Soviet on 23 October 1989 Eduard Shevardnadze 
stressed that Soviet foreign policy is based on a set of generally 
acknowledged principles of universal validity. He continued: 
"These values are not an abstraction. They exist and cannot be 
applied arbitrarily or selectively". Soviet relations with the socialist 
countries~ Shevardnadze stated, are going through fundamental, 
qualitative changes: 

We build our relations with these [countries] on the foundations of 
sovereign equality, non-acceptability of all kinds of interference [in other 
countries' imenwl affairs], respect for each country's light to complete 
freedom of choice~ '74 

The comn1unique after the meeting in Moscow of the WTO 
con1n1ittee of foreign ministers on 26-27 October 1989 emphasised 
the same message of independence, freedom of choice and non
interference.l75 

During the summer and autumn of 1989 it appeared that the 
Soviet leaders were prepared to tolerate the questioning of at least 
two of the three touchstones of the "Brezhnev Doctrine": the 
leading role of the party and the principle of democratic centralism 
within the party. The Poles, on the other hand, who so far have 
completed the n1ost thorough transformation of the political system 
yet seen in Eastern Europe, have gone out of their way to stress 
Poland's continued loyalty towards its alliance commitments. The 
Soviet reaction to increasingly radical efforts at social and political 
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reform in Poland and also in Hungary has been uniforn1ly positive -:
Soviet media in fact tend to praise the leaders of Poland and 

·. ·fiungaty as innovative reformers in the .communist movement. 
Soviet leaders, including Mikhail Gorbachev hiinself, and Soviet 
n1edia, did nothing to hide their syn1pathy .with the popular demand 
for reforn1 in the GDR and Czechoslovakia. 

The Soviets also opted for a modelof Soviet-East European 
relations that would make the region n1ore of an economic and 
political asset to the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union could no longer 
afford to use its own scarce economic resources to bolster . up 
incompetent and unpopular regimes. As regards Soviet-East 
European econon1ic relations, the Soviets needed trading partners 
with more to offer in the form of high technology and quality 
products in exchange for Soviet raw n1aterials. 

While Soviet statements now treat intra-bloc relations as an 
integrated part of the broader Soviet foreign policy strategy, Eastern 
Europe remains a region of primary importance to Soviet security 
interest. However, the Soviet strategy for safeguarding these 
interests tnay have changed. It n1ay be speculated that Soviet 
leaders became less interested in the military contribution of the 
East European countries per se (cf. the questionable reliability and 
con1mitment of their arn1ies), but continued to view Eastern Europe 
as a buffer zone against the West, and as a field of possible Soviet 
n1ilitary build-up in case of threatening international conflict. Soviet 
leaders apparently concluded that these objectives were attainable 
even within the framework of radically changed socio political 
systems in Eastern Europe. 

The East Europeans themselves are keenly aware of the need 
for assuring the Soviets of continued alliance loyalty. Tadeusz 
Mazowiecki's assurances to that effect immediately after his 
confirmation as Poland's prime minister were received with 
satisfaction in Moscow.176 Since then the two parties have used 
every opportunity to en1phasize that changes in Poland's alliance 
policy are not on the agenda. The Soviet attitude to Hungary, which 
is less strategically important than Poland, has been n1ore 
ambiguous. Bogotnolov's remarks early 1989 that a neutralized 
Hungary "would not pose a threat to Soviet security",t77 were 
apparently not sanctioned from above, but nevertheless signaled a 
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more flexible Soviet approach to the problen1 of safeguarding 
Soviet security interests in Eastern Europe. · · 

The tenn "finlandization', has recently been introduced into the 
Soviet debate. Andranik Migranyan, in an article in August 1989, 
took as his point of departure the necessity in Eastern Europe of 
carrying out political and econon1ic reforn1s that could eventually 
lead to the setting up of market economies and n1ulti-purty political 
systen1s. In this connection he argued that "finlandization" could 
serve as a possible model for Soviet-East European ·relations. 
"Finlandization", according to Migranyan, in1plies that · 

In exchange for its readiness not to hinder developments in that direction. 
the USSR would receive the necessat)' guarantees from the tl.tst European 
countries that in foreign policy they undertake to act re!Jponsibly regarding 
the USSR 

In short, this means not challenging "Soviet foreign policy inter
ests".178 The official Soviet stance is to discuss the topic only in the 
broader context of a gradual disn1antling of both NATO and the 
Warsaw Pact A recent article in MoscOH1 Nelvs addressed the 
question of a neutralization of Eastern Europe as follows: 

not n1itsing to discuss the issue of a likely "neutralization" of one or 
another East European count1)1

• I'd say there is no reason to speed up a 
change in their allied status. In fact. under the neH) situation. being 
members of the alliance~ they lose nothing and take no n'sks, whereas 
renouncing membership. they may create a disbalance in Europe./79 

The shape of future Soviet-East European relations ren1ains to be 
decided. The '"theory of socialist international relations~', however, 
has outlived its role as an instrument in the managen1ent of Soviet 
relations with its smaller allies. 
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This study was originally written in the spring of 1989 as a paper for 
professor Robert Legvold's seminar on topics in Soviet foreign policy at 
the Harriman Institute. Columbia University. I am grateful for professor' 
Legvold's advice and comments on the first draft. 1 would also like to 
thank Pal Kolst0 and Helge 0. Pharo, both of whom read and made 
suggestions for improvements in a subsequent version of the text. 
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