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INTRODUCTION
 

It has now been almost six years since Jimmy Carter left office. 
In this period, the memoirs of almost everyone of the key American 

participants in Soviet-American relations during the Carter Administration 
2

have been published,l along with evaluations by Soviet officials, and a 
3

major Soviet defector. In addition a number of American scholars have 
published analyses of the Carter Administration's dealing with the USSR. 
the most extensive being that of Raymond Garthoff. himself a participant­

4
observer of Soviet-American relations during this period.

Garthoff's central thesis. which has influenced the analyses of 
5

other scholars. includlnq Gaddis Smith. is that Jimmy Carter, after initial 
-- if vacillating -- efforts to improve ties with the USSR. came 

increasingly under the inf luence of his Nat ional Security Advisor. Zbigniew 
Brzezinksi, as the President sought to respond to Soviet activities in the 
Third World. Garthoff contends that by adopting Brzezinski's 
confrontational policy, Carter unnecessarily alienated Moscow by too 
rapidly improving ties with China, unwisely pushing weapons systems like 
the Pershing II, Cruise and MX missiles. and overreacting to Soviet 
activities in the Third World from Ethiopia to Afghanistan. Indeed, 
Garthoff asserts, the U.S. reaction to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
was grossly disproportional as the Administration tossed "almost 
everything movable onto the sacrificial bonfire of sanctions.,,6 

Given Garthoff's assertions, along with the memoirs and other 
literature on Soviet-American relations that have appeared in recent years, 

it is clearly time for a reappraisal of Soviet-American relations during the 
Carter Era What this study seeks to do is to examine Soviet-American 

relations from the Soviet perspective. seeking to understand how the 
USSR reacted to Jimmy Carter and how it sought to influence the 
Soviet-American relationship. 

In seeking to determine the Soviet view of the Carter 
Administration. an analyst must first confront the problem of which Soviet 



sources of information to consult He may examine the writings of 
Soviet academic and political observers whose analyses appear in such 
specialized journals as SShA (The United States) and Mirovaia Ekonomika 
in Mezhdunardonye Otnosheniia (World Economy and International 
Relations). He may also consult the less theoretical articles which appear 
in Soviet foreign policy journals such as New Times and International 

Aiiairs (both of which are published in English as well as in Russian). 
Finally he may turn to Radio Moscow (whose broadcasts are translated by 
the Foreign Broadcast Information Service) and to the official Soviet 
Communist Party newspaper Pravda which presents the Soviet elite's 
foreign policy line to both foreigners and to Soviet officialdom. Given 
the authoritative nature of Pravda, and the difficulties of determining the 
degree of influence on Soviet policymaking possessed by such Soviet 
"Americanists" (or Americanologists) as Georgi Arbatov. Director of the 

7 
Institute of the U.S.A and Canada, Pravda has been selected as the 
primary Soviet source for this paper, although both Radio Moscow and 
the foreign policy journals have also been consulted, particularly when 
they develop points initially made in Pravda, and such Americanists as 
Arbatov are cited when their views are published in Pravda. 

The emphasis of this study will be on statements made by Soviet 
officials in Pravda (and by American officials, primarily Jimmy Carter, in 
public speeches and press conferences) with retrospective analyses such 
as memoirs, which often portray their authors in the most favorable light, 

as secondary sources. 

With Pravda selected as the main source of information on the 
Soviet elite's world outlook, it is next necessary to examine just what 
that world outlook is in order to place the Soviet image of the Carter 
Administration in the proper perspective. In the past few years there 

have been a growing number of Western analyses of the Soviet view of 
S

the world. These have tended to be divided into two general schools 
of thought, the "defensive" and "offensive" schools; although, naturally, 
there are many nuances of differences among the observers in each 
school. Essentially, the "defensive" school sees Soviet foreign policy as 

2
 



growing out of a deep sense of insecurity, caused by a growing fear of 
China, the military and economic strength of NATO, memories of the 
severe losses suffered by the USSR in World War II. the waning 
influence of Soviet ideology, and a weakening Soviet economy. In the 
view of these analysts, the central desire of the Soviet political elite. 
aside from preserving its power within the USSR and ensuring the 
security of the Soviet Union and its East European empire, is for the 
Soviet Union to be recognized as the equal of the United States in world 
affairs and for it to obtain Western technology for its ailing economy. 
These analysts tend to explain the continuing Soviet conventional and 
strategic military buildup as an outgrowth of the regime's paranoia about 
China and its continued fear of a Western threat to the USSR's control 

9 
over East Europe. They also tend to dismiss the frequent Soviet 
statements about the "world correlation of forces" changing in the favor 
of the USSR as rational ization of the need to increase trade with the 
West or, as Paul Marantz has stated, "a brave attempt at whistling in the 

k." 10dar . 

By contrast, the analysts belonging to the school of thought which 
sees Soviet policy essentially as "offensive" take a far less hopeful view 
of Soviet goals and policies. They see the Soviet military buildup as 
nothing less than an attempt to intimidate the West and they view Soviet 
talk about the changing "world correlation of forces" -- of which the 
growth of Soviet military power is a central factor -- as a serious 
statement of Soviet intentions. These analysts see "detente" as a tactic 
employed by the Soviet political elite to improve the Soviet Union's 
international position and to weaken that of the United States. while at the 
same time enabling the Soviet Union to benefit from U.S. grain and 
Western technology.11 For the purpose of this analysis. a somewhat 
centrist position between the two schools has been chosen by the author. 
although it is one which leans toward the interpretations of the 
"offensive" school. It would appear that while the Soviet political elite is 
clearly concerned about China and Eastern Europe. and wishes to obtain a 
status of equality with the United States in world affairs. it is also 

3
 



actively seeking to expand its influence in the Third World and . elsewhere, 

and is increasingly willing to use military measures to achieve this goal, 
although only in low-risk situations such as Angola, Ethiopia and 
Afghanistan, where the possibility of a Western military reaction is seen 
as very unlikely. In addition, while seeking to expand Soviet influence and 
weaken the American position in the world, the leadership in Moscow 
appears to be quite serious about seeking to avoid a major conflict with 
the United States which might lead to a nuclear war. In sum, Soviet 
policy may be summed up as one of "cautious expansionism," particularly 
in the Third World which the USSR sees as an open area of "zero sum 
game" competition with the United States. Indeed as Brezhnev stated in 

an oft-quoted speech to the 25th CPSU Party Congress in February 
1976 (soon after the successful Soviet intervent io n in Angola), "Our party 
supports and will continue to support peoples fighting for their freedom" 

In addition, in another central point of his speech, while calling for 
"detente" and mutual concessions on such weapons systems as the B-1 
bomber, Brezhnev also spelled out the basic hostility with which the 
Soviet reqime. iviews the capitalist West, a theme which was to pervade 
Moscow's dealings with the Carter Administration: 

Detente does not in the slightest abolish, nor can it abolish 
or alter, the laws of the class struggle. No one should expect 
that because of the detente communists will reconcile 
themselves w ith capitalist exploitation or that monopolists will 
become followers of the revolution . .. We make no secret 
of the fact that we see detente as the way to create more 
favorable conditions for peaceful socialist and communist 

. 12
construction. 

* * * * * * * 

While following its policy of "cautious expansionism," the Soviet 
political elite, led by Brezhnev, has had to be concerned about possible 
American reactions. Although the United States was weakened both 
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internally and in its world position in the 1970s by Vietnam and 

Watergate, developments that led to a sapping of the power of the 
American Presidency, a greater assertiveness on the part of Congress, 
and a public feeling against committing U.S. troops to battle overseas, 
Moscow still had three central concerns in dealing w ith the U.S. at the 
time Carter assumed the Presidency. In the f irst place, despite the 
sizeable Sov iet strategic buildup which placed its primary emphasis on 
"heavy" MIRVed ICBM's, the Soviet military remained worried about a 
possible American technological advance that would enable the United 
States to leap ahead of the Soviet Union strategically, much as it had 
done in the early 1960s. 13 In addition, while the percentage of the 

American Gross National Product devoted to defense had been dropping 
since Vietnam. Moscow had to be concerned about a possible reversal of 
this trend since the American economy, desp ite its problems, remained 
about twice the size of that of the USSR, and the gap in such fields as 
computer technology and automation appeared to be w idening . 1 4 For this 
reason, it was clearly as much in the interest of the USSR -- if, indeed. 
not more so -- than it was of the United States to achieve a SALT II 
agreement as speedily as possible. A second Soviet concern about the 
United States at the time Carter became President related to China While 
Moscow could only have been encouraged by the fact that a rapid 
rapprochement between Peking (Beijing) and the United States did not 
occur in the aftermath of Nixon's 1972 visit to China (in part this was 
due to continued difficulties over the future of Taiwan; in part it was due 
to the influence of a group of Chinese leaders [later branded as "The 
Gang of Four'T). there remained the possibility of a Sino-American 
entente directed against the USSR. While Moscow had sought to prevent 
this -- inter alia -- by a series o f summit talks with American leaders 
(there were four summit meetings between Brezhnev and a U.S. President 
between 1972 and 1976 to only one between an American President and 
the top Chinese leadership), and by maintaining the exclusive SALT talks, 
the Soviet pol itical elite could not be sure that this pattern would 
continue. particularly in the post-Mao era which. coincidentally. began in 
September 1976, two months before Carter's election. Finally, despite its 
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military advances, the Soviet Union remained in need of Ameri~n 

technology, and the USSR was becoming partially dependent on American · 
grain sales. Nonetheless, while Soviet-American trade had sharply 
increased since 1972, it remained primarily in the realm of foodstuffs, 
since the USSR had repudiated the Soviet-American trade agreement after 
the Jackson-Vanik amendment, which called for freer emigration of 
Soviet Jews with no "head tax, " and the Stevenson amendment which 
limited the USSR to S300 million in credits over four years, were added 

15 
to it, and Moscow was eager to get these restrictions Iifted. 

While SALT, China, and trade were important Soviet concerns at 
the time of Carter's inauguration, the Soviet leadership was also cognizant 
of the fact that the bilateral Soviet-American relationship had deteriorated 
sharply since the Nixon years. Despite a Brezhnev-Ford meeting at 
Helsinki in 1975 where the Helsinki Final Act was signed (ironically, this 
was to lead to increased dissent in Eastern Europe and the USSR rather 
than to an increased acceptance of Soviet domination over East Europe) 
and the symbolic Apollo-Soyuz joint space mission, the subsequent Soviet 
intervention in Angola had chilled relations to the point where President 
Ford had stated in March 1976 that the word "detente" was no longer in 
his political vocabulary. In addition, the SALT talks had stagnated, in part 
because of Angola and in part because of disagreements over the 

16 
American cruise missile and the Soviet backfire bomber. At the same 
time, the United States had called off three Soviet-American cabinet level 
meetings, and U.S. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger had announced that 
he would no longer either urge Congress to lift the trade restrictions it 
had voted against the USSR or support multi-billion dollar investments in 

17 
the USSR to develop Soviet oil and natural gas deposits. 

Another area of Soviet-American conflict lay in the Middle East 
While the U.S. had suffered losses in Africa and Asia in the mid-1970s, 

it had met with considerably more success in the Middle East where not 
only had the United States replaced the Soviet Union as the dominant 
foreign influence in Egypt, the Arab world's most populous state, it had 
also dominated the Middle East peacekeeping process which had been 
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initiated by Kissinger in the aftermath of the Yom Kippur war. Indeed, 
Soviet influence in the region, which had reached a high point during the 
war dropped sharply and Moscow was reduced to the point where it 
could only call from the diplomatic sidelines for a resumption of the 
Geneva Peace Conference, where, as co-chairman. it could hope to 
rebuild its waning influence in the Middle East' 8 

In sum, therefore, as the Carter Administration prepared to take 
office, Moscow was anxious to improve relations for a number of 
reasons including the reinvigoration of the SALT process. the lifting of 
U.S. trade restrictions, the continued prevention of a Sino-American 
entente and the reconvening of the Geneva Peace Conference. 

Consequently, once the election campaign was over (the USSR 
attributed a large part of the cooling off of Soviet-American relations to 
campaign pressures), the Soviet leadership set about sending signals to 
the incoming Carter Administration that it was interested in improved 
relations and would look forward to Soviet-American cooperation in many 
areas. A major signal to the Carter Administration came during the 
meeting of the American-Soviet Trade and Economic Council at the end 
of November 1976, when Brezhnev appealed for an end to the "freeze" 

on the strategic arms discussions and for a new agreement based on the 
Vladivostok accord. He also used the opportunity to call for an end to 
U.S. trade discrimination against the USSR, stating that U.S. firms lost 
between s1.5 and $2 billion because of it 19 Two weeks later Pravda 

published a major article by Georgi Arbatov evaluating the state of U.S.­
Soviet relations. After criticizing the "enemies of detente" (Soviet 
specialists like Arbatov tended to speak of "two tendencies" in the U.S., 
one of "realists" who seek cooperation with the USSR, and the other of 
cold-war "confrontationists"), Arbatov praised President-elect Carter's 

"positive" statements about improving Soviet-American relations and 
seeking ways to limit arms. Arbatov then went on to call for the 
resumption of the Geneva Middle East peace conference as quickly as 
possible?O Next, on December 28th, Pravda praised Carter's 

appointment of Cyrus Vance to the post of Secretary of State (Moscow 
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was clearly less happy with the appointment of Zbigniew Brzezinski as 
National Security Advisor), although not w ithout reservations. Several days 
later Brezhnev gave an interview to a U.S. correspondent in which he said 
that a strategic arms agreement would be the most important step the 
United States and the USSR could take to strengthen their relations. and 
he hailed President-elect Carter for statements expressing a similar 

2
interest 1 A more concrete signal came in the last two months of 1976 
when there was a sharp increase in the number of Soviet Jews allowed 
to leave the Soviet Union. 22 The most important Soviet signal, however, 
came the day before Carter's inauguration when Br,ezhnev, in a speech in 
Tula. noted that the SALT I agreement would expire in October 1977 and 
appealed for the "consolidation" of the Vladivostok accord and for a 
resumption of the Geneva Middle East peace conf'erence.Y 

Nonetheless, in evaluating Jimmy Carter's performance in the 
election campaign and in the post-election period before he took office. 
Moscow may have had some mixed feelings. On the one hand Carter had 
called for a more aggressive effort to achieve a SALT agreement and for 
a 55-7 billion cut in defense spending, and these sentiments must have 
been welcome in Moscow. In addition, he called for the gradual 
withdrawal of all U.S. ground forces from Korea. and this too must have 
been greeted warmly by Moscow as yet another example of "the retreat 
of American power." On the other hand, however, Carter had strongly 
emphasized human rights during the campaign and had followed up his 
words with a telegram of support to Soviet dissident Vladimir Slepak 
after the election. Carter's emphasis on human rights, perhaps to the 
surprise of the Soviets, was to accelerate after he became President and 
was to lead to a major clash with Moscow within a month of his taking 
office. 

In seeking to understand the violent Soviet reaction to Carter's 

championing of human rights, there are two major factors to take into 
account On the one hand, as Adam Ulam has noted, the Soviet political 
elite tends to be "power hypochondriacs," seeing in the demands of the 
Soviet dissidents a threat to their power position, however remote. 24 

8
 



Secondly, one might view the Soviet reaction to the human rights 

campaign as a test of wills with Carter. A fter all. the Soviets had not 
only signed the ,Helsinki Final Act, but had also disseminated it publicly. 
By harassing and arresting those Soviet citizens seeking to monitor 
compliance with the "basket three" provisions of Helsinki, the Soviets 
were, in effect, challenging the Western nations who had signed the 
agreement to see whether, or not. they gave anything more than mere 
lip-service to the ideals contained in the document 

The attack on Carter for his human rights stand came soon after 
Carter's inauguration speech which was positively received in Moscow as 
"restrained and modest,,25 It was precipitated by a formal declaration by 

the U.S. State Department which stated that by trying to intimidate Andrei 
Sakharov, the most prominent of the Soviet dissidents, the USSR was 

2 6 
violating the principles of human rights. While, initially, Moscow sought 
to separate its criticism of the State Department from a continuing 
positive treatment of Jimmy Carter, this ploy ceased after Carter 

2 7 
endorsed the State Department action. Perhaps as a response, the 
Soviet Union then arrested another key Soviet dissident, Aleksandr 
Ginsburg and expelled an AP journalist, George Krimsk y.28 These Soviet 

actions brought several questions to Carter at a news conference on 
February 8th as to whether he thought that the USSR was testing him by 
making the two moves, and whether he was concerned that his speaking 
out on human rights might jeopardize the American relationship with the 
USSR on other matters. Carter replied that he did not interpret the 
Soviet actions as a form of testing, and that he rejected the concept of 
linkage between human rights and other issues. Carter's reply on this 
topic is worth quoting in full: 

This brings up the question that is referred to as linkage. I 
think we come out better in dealing with the USSR if I am 
consistently and completely dedicated to the enhancement of 
human rights, not only as it deals with the Soviet Union but all 
other countries. I think this can legitimately be severed 
from our inclinations to work with the Soviet Union, for 
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instance, in reducing dependence on atomic weapons and also 
29 

seeking mutually balanced force reduction in Europe.

.(emphasis mine) 

If Carter felt that he could sever the human rights issue from the 
SALT talks, Moscow was to take a different position. Indeed, only two 
days later, Yuri Orlov. head of the Soviet Helsinki Monitoring Committee 
was arrested and two days after that, on February 12th, a Pravda 
editorial blasted the human rights campaign, citing Brezhnev to reinforce 
its view that such U.S. actions impeded detente, and amounted to attempts 
to interfere in the internal affairs of the socialist countries. At this point, 
however, Carter did not appear deterred by the Pravda statement, for 
two weeks later he personally met with Vladimir Bukovsky, a leading . 
Soviet dissident who had been allowed to emigrate from the USSR as 
part of a trade for Chilean Communist leader Louis Corvalan. This 
Pres idential action (which contrasted with President Ford's refusal to meet 
Aleksander Solzhenitsyn in 1975 "lest it harm detente,,30) was bitterly 
criticized in the Soviet press and precipitated a series of personal attacks 
on President Carter. These included an article in Pravda on March 13th 
which deprecated the American President's assertion that it would be 
possible to separate detente and talks on reducing strategic arms from 
"att empts to interfere in our internal affairs under the false flag of 
'defending human rights'." Brezhnev himself leveled the strongest attack in 
his Trade Union speech of March 22nd in which he attributed the 
continued stagnation in Soviet-American relations to the Carter 
Administration and blasted its human rights campaign, stating "We shall not 
tolerate interference in our internal affairs by anyone, under any pretext 
The normal development of relations on such a basis is, of course, 
unthinkable." While attacking the U.S. on human rights, Brezhnev did state 
that the USSR was still interested in pursuing cooperation with the United 
States in the areas of limiting strategic arms and chemical and 
bacteriological warfare, developing trade (if the U.S. removed its 
discriminatory trade barriers), and a peace settlement in the Middle East 
On the latter issue, Brezhnev presented the most detailed and moderate 
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Soviet peace plan to date, although one that was still unacceptable to 
both Israel and the United States because it did not include an insistence 
on the establishment of diplomatic. economic and cultural relations 

3 1 
between Israel and its Arab neighbors once a peace treaty was signed.

Interestingly enough when asked in a news conference about 
Brezhnev's remarks Carter replied that he considered the speech to be

3
"very constructive." 2 This statement by Mr. Carter illustrated what might 

be termed either as an overly optimistic view 0 f the world or more 
33 

likely, a case of naivete. Whatever it might be called, this attitude was 
increasingly evident in the Administration's view of the USSR until, as Mr. 
Carter himself admitted, the invasion of Afghanistan served to shock the 
Administration, or at least the Pres ident, into a new outlook. 

In light of the Soviet threats about link ing U.S. human rights policy 
to the SALT talks, the Carter Administration might well have waited a bit 
before pursuing the strategic arms talks with the USSR. Nonetheless, less 
than a week after Brezhnev's speech, Secretary of State Vance went to 
Moscow with the Carter Administration's multiple SALT plans . In taking 
this action, which actually was a protocol mistake since it was Gromyko's 
duty to come to Washington to meet the new American leadership, 
President Carter may well have signalled to the Russians an overeagerness 
to achieve a SALT agreement yet another problem that was to weaken 
the U.S. bargaining position vis-a-vis the USSR over the next three years. 
In any case, by publicly announcing his SALT proposals before Vance left 
one of which called for a major cut in strategic weapons on both sides, 

he had doomed the plans. In the first place, the Soviet leaders were 
used to the quiet "back channel" methods of Kissinger, and were 
undoubtedly surprised by Carter's public methods. Secondly, given the 
influence of the Soviet "military-industrial complex" on Soviet policy, it 
was highly unlikely that Brezhnev would immediately agree to the major 
cuts that Carter had proposed -- particularly when he had done so 

3 4 
publicly, and when they appeared to weigh more heavily on the USSR. 
Interestingly enough, however, not only did the Soviet leaders reject the 
Carter SALT program, they did so in a way that appeared aimed at 
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publicly insulting -- if not intimidating -- Carter. Thus not only were 
there extensive articles in Pravda and Izvestia denouncing the U.S. SALT 
position,35 but Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko called a rare 
press conference in which he attacked both the SALT proposals and the 
human rights policy of the Administration, stating that the latter . poisoned 
the atmosphere and was an impediment to the resolution of other issues 
between the USSR and the U.S., including strategic arms?6 As far as the 
U.S. SALT program was concerned, he attacked the effort of the United 
States to include the backfire bomber in the agreement, and also the 
sharp cuts the U.S. was seeking in "heavy" MIRVed missiles as an attempt 
at seeking "unilateral advantage." He also called for a ban on the U.S. B-1 
bomber and the Trident submarine (two forthcoming weapons in the U.S. 
arsenal) and threatened to "toughen" the Soviet position by once again 
bringing up the matter of forward based U.S. nuclear delivery systems 
(FBS) in future SALT discussions. He did, however, hold out hope for 
improved Soviet-U.S. relations, but only if the U.S. changed its policies: 

We would like to express the hope that the leadership of 
the United States will adopt a more realistic position, that it 
will give greater consideration to the security interests of the 
Soviet Union and its allies and will not seek to obtain unilateral 
advantages. 

Gromyko's use of the term "realistic" is a particularly interesting 
one, since that is the term used by the Soviet media to refer to Western 
statesmen who recognize that the "correlation of forces" is shifting 
against the West and "adjust" their policies accordingly. This theme of 
the Carter Administration's "lack of realism" was to be continued in the 

Soviet media, despite the Vance-Gromyko meeting in Geneva in May 
which President Carter was to characterize in his normally optimistic way 
as "upbeat,,,37 and Pravda on June 19th even went so far as to claim 
that "even the bourgeois press" of the United States had "noted with 
increasing frequency the lack of requisite realism" in the American 
Administration's approach to international affairs. At this point, however, 
Carter began to "adjust" American policies to better meet Soviet 
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sensibilities. Thus. for example. unlike his well-publicized meeting with 
Vladimir Bukovsky.38 he publicly stated that he would not meet the wife 
of prominent Soviet diss ident Anatoly Shcharansky who was then touring 
the United States. although he took pains to point out in his news 
conference of June 13th that Shcharansky never had any sort of 

3 9 
relationship with the CIA as the USSR had charged. Even more to the 
USSR's liking. however. must have been Carter's decision on June 30th to 
discontinue plans for production of the B-1 bomber. This was. to put it 
mildly. a unilateral gift to Moscow since Brezhnev in his speech to the 
25th Party Congress had spoken of mutual concessions on such weapons 
systems as the B-1. Even Cyrus Vance. one of the Administration's 
leading doves. in retrospect noted in his memoirs that the U.S. might 
have sought some concessions from the USSR in SALT negotiations in 

40 
return for cancelling the 8_1 . It may well be that Moscow. having 
demanded that the U.S. show "more realism" in its policies. seemed 
satisf ied at the result of its policy of intimidation -- particularly since 
Gromyko in his April 1st press conference had called for a ban on the 
B-1 bomber. Nonetheless. as if to press the Soviet advantage. the B- 1 
decision was dismissed as essentially a propaganda trick (the Soviet media 
noted that research on the weapon would continue), and the 
Administration was now intensely attacked for its plan to develop the 
neutron bomb and MX missile. thereby "moving toward a new upward 

. I ' h ,,41sprra In t e arms race. 

It was perhaps to correct what he saw as a continued Soviet 
misperception of American policy (at a news conference on July l Zth, 
Carter stated that he did not know how to explain the unfriendly rhetoric 
coming out of the USSR against him - yet another almost classic case of 
naivete) that President Carter gave a major address at Charleston. South 
Carolina on July 21. 1977 in which he dealt extensively with Soviet­
American relations. Carter made three central points in this speech. 42 In 

the f irst place. he called for enlarging the areas of cooperation between 
the USSR and the U.S. "on a basis of equality and mutual respect" The 
areas he mentioned included SALT. arms limitation in the Indian Ocean. and 
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peace in the Middle East In discussing the latter area, Carter remarked 
"we have begun regular consultations with the Soviet leaders, as co­
chairmen of the prospective Geneva Conference, to promote peace in the 
Middle East" Carter also called for increased trade and referred warmly 
to Brezhnev (this was in sharp contrast to the continuing Soviet attacks 
on himself), even quoting from one of the Soviet leader's speeches which 
Carter called "sincere." Carter also stated. as he had done many times 
before, that the U.S. advocacy of human rights was not an attack on 
Soviet vital interests. Finally, he outlined the overall strategy of the 
Carter Administration toward the USSR by stating that he wanted to see 
the USSR "further engaged in the growing pattern of international 
activities designed to deal with human problems -- not only because they 
can be of real help, but because we both should be seeking a greater 
stake in the creation of a constructive and peaceful world order," 

This speech may have been seen in Moscow as yet another 
example of the eagerness of the Carter Administration to have good 
relations with the USSR. Not only had Carter emphasized such terms as 
the USSR's "vital interests" and "mutual respect" (areas which Moscow had 
claimed Carter had violated with his human rights and SALT policies), he 
also offered cooperation in the areas most important to the USSR and 
appeared to grant the USSR equality in dealing w ith key world problems 
including the Middle East In making this speech, Carter seemed to place 
himself in the school of those analysts, mentioned above, who saw Soviet 
policy as essentially defensive in nature and he therefore sought to meet 
Soviet sensibilities. Unfortunately, while his policies might have borne 
fruit if in fact the USSR was to be defensively inclined, a more 
offensively inclined Soviet Union was to take advantage of them as was 
to prove to be the case over the next two years. Indeed while Carter's 
Charleston speech reflected his hopes of diminishing Soviet competition 
with the United States throughout the world, and getting the Soviet Union 
to aid the United States in solving the very serious problems in the Third 
World, his basic assumption was incorrect He appeared to assume that 
Moscow could be persuaded to give up its plans to encourage and 
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support anti-Western movements in the Third World and instead 
cooperate in solving problems such as hunger. disease and war. 
Moscow. looking at the Third World as a region of act ive competition 
with the United States (a competition that was in some areas zero-sum­
game). was not slow in exploiting Carter's naive view although ultimately 
this was going to cause a crisis in u.S.-Soviet relations. 

4 3 
The initial Soviet response to the Charleston speech was mixed. 

and Georgi Arbatov writing in Pravda a week later appeared to give the 
official Soviet response to it44 Although he attacked the Administration 
for worsening the political atmosphere and for not lifting the "artificial 
barriers it created in the way of developing mutually advantageous 
cooperation," Arbatov stated that "some of what Carter said in his 

Charleston speech can be seen as positive." He quickly qualified even 
this gesture, however. by then attacking the Carter Administration for its 

decision to deploy cruise missiles and create a neutron bomb. 
Interestingly enough. Arbatov also deemed it necessary to reject the 
"fabrication" that the USSR is more interested in detente and in economic 
ties with the West than the West with it (the frequent repetition of this 
theme in the Soviet press would appear to indicate Soviet sensitivity on 
this issue). Arbatov ended on a positive note, however, stating that it 

was still possible to develop improved relations, but warned that "unlike 

disputes. peace and good relations require willingness and realistic efforts 
on both sides." 

The first area. it would appear, in which the Carter Administration 
was to demonstrate its "r ealism" -- by making concessions to the USSR 
-- was the Middle East As mentioned above, the U.S. had dominated 

Middle East diplomacy since 1973, but the Carter Administration was now 

moving away from Kissinger's step-by-step diplomacy toward the 
convening of the Geneva Conference, thereby moving to meet one of the 
central Soviet demands. In an effort to prepare the diplomatic path 

toward the reconvening of Geneva. Secretary of State Vance set out for 
a trip around the Middle East in early August Prior to departing, he 

stated that he had been in contact with the Soviet leaders about his trip 
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and they had indicated a willingness to "use their influence" with some of 
the parties to "encourage flexibility:,45 This. unfortunately. was to be yet 

another over-optimistic evaluation of Soviet politics. The Soviet media 
openly deprecated Vance's efforts during his trip46 and Palestinian leader 
Zuheir Mohsen later stated that he had been told by the Russians at the 
time "not to have any trust in American promises.,,4 7 1n any case. Vance's 

trip proved to be a failure and the Carter Administration evidently decided 
that. by itself. it could not arrange the Geneva Conference because of 
Syrian and PLO opposition Consequently. it decided that Soviet 
assistance was required and at the end of September. it negotiated a 
joint statement with the USSR on the Middle East which was released on 
October 1st and which called. inter at ie, for the convening of the 

4 8 
Geneva Conference by December 1977. In making this move. which 
brought the USSR back into the heart of the Middle East peacemaking 
process for the first t ime since 1973. the Carter Administration made 
two fundamental judgmental errors. In the first place. it assumed that the 
USSR had enough influence over Syria and the PLO to get them to agree 
to a peace settlement which they opposed. The lack of success of 
Soviet policy during the Lebanese civil war of 1975-76. however. should 
have indicated to the Carter Administration how limited Soviet influence 

4 9 
was with its Syrian and Palestinian clients. A second mistaken 
assumption appeared to be that the USSR would be in favor of the type 
of peace settlement favored by the Carter Administration (with trade. 
tourism. cultural and diplomatic relations). and the Russians were to 
repudiate this assumption within days of the agreement50 Nonetheless. 
the U.S. had clearly sought to create a climate of cooperation with the 
USSR by bringing Moscow back into the Middle East peace process. and 
in this atmosphere both superpowers agreed to continue abiding by the 

5
SALT I agreement even though it formally expired on October 3rd. 1 

moved ahead on their SALT" negotiations. and also moved ahead in the 
negotiations on limiting naval forces in the Indian Ocean. These talks. 
however. can be seen as a major concession to the USSR. given the 
Soviet Union's territorial propinquity to the Indian Ocean. and its ability to 
deploy military power there from air and land bases in Central Asia52 
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In addition, during this period, the Carter Administration was seen 
by the USSR as trying to restrain its attempts at polemics and 
confrontation over "human rights" at the CSCE follow-up meeting in 

53 
Belgrade. Moscow also favorably reported the November meeting of 
the Soviet-American Trade and Economic Council, 54 the meetinJ! of U.S. 

5
and Soviet scientists on cooperation in manned space flights, and the 
sixth session of the mixed Soviet-American commission on cooperation 

. I . 56 on environmenta protection 

It was as part of its general effort to increase cooperation with 
the USSR that the Carter Administration requested that Congress consider 
changing the Jackson-Vanik Amendment trade bill so as to reverse the 
need for Soviet emigration assurances. Instead, the President was to be 
allowed to grant tariff benefits on an annual basis if he determined 

. . I I d 57emigration eve s were "a equate." 

Perhaps as a result of this shift in Administration policy, or 
because of the Helsinki follow-up meeting in the fall in Belgrade, Jewish 
emigration rose by almost 2,500 in 1977 to a total of 16,736, up from 
14,261 in 1976, with a noticeable increase taking place in the latter half 
of the year when Soviet-American relations began to improve, after U.S. 
concessions on the Middle East, Indian Ocean, and other areas.58 

In sum, by the fall of 1977, Moscow may well have thought they 
had succeeded in pressuring Carter into important concessions and could 
probably continue to do so. Gromyko reportedly told Arkady Shevchenko 
at the time, "We can deal with Carter. He is unsophisticated in many 
matters, and eventually we could probably get him to agree to a lot of 
things we want',59 It was at this time that Carter gave Gromyko as a 

"going- away present," a wooden model showing all the U.S. and Soviet 
missiles known to ex ist According to Carter's memoirs, Gromyko was 
"taken aback that I would do such a thing because the set of models 
showed the gigantic size and many types of their missiles contrasted with 
the few and relatively compact American ICBMs.,,60 If Gromyko's 

memoirs are ever published, the episode may well be treated as another 
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example of Carter's naivete. or growing "realism". 

This period of Soviet-American cooperation was to be a brief one. 
however. Less than two months after the joint statement, which was 
bitterly attacked both in Egypt and Israel. Egyptian President Anwar Sadat 
changed the face of middle Eastern history by journeying to Jerusalem to 
begin the process that was to wind up one and one-half years later as 
the Egyptian-Israeli Peace Treaty. The Sadat visit to Jerusalem came at a 
particularly difficult time for the Soviet Union's position in the Middle 
East Moscow had chosen to back Ethiopia over Somalia in the conflict 
between the two states on the Horn of Africa. and Somalia had 
responded in mid-November by expelling the Soviet military advisors 
from Somalia, ousting the USSR from its bases. and denouncing the 
Soviet-Somali Friendship Treaty. With the loss of bases in Somalia and 
the overall weakening of its position in the Horn of Africa. the USSR's 
position in the Indian Ocean had also deteriorated. Not only did the 
United States now unquestionably have the largest and most formidable 
base in the region on Diego Garcia. but the overall geopolitical balance in 
the region had also shifted against the Soviets because of the sudden 
change of government in India in which Indira Ghandi. who had been quite 
sympathetic to the USSR, was ousted by popular vote and replaced by 
Moraji DeSai who appeared to take a much more neutral position in the 
Soviet-American struggle for influence in the Third World, and who 
moved toward a reconciliation with China Thus the overall deterioration 
of their position in the Horn of Africa and the Indian Ocean must have 
concerned the Soviet leaders as they sought to deal with an even more 
serious problem -- Sadat's visit to Jerusalem and its implications for 
Soviet policy in the core area of the Middle East 

Essentially, Sadat's decision to go to Jerusalem. which Soviet 
6

leaders claimed had been orchestrated by the U.S., 1 presented the Soviet 
leadership with both a danger and an opportunity. On the one hand. were 
Sadat and Begin to successfully negotiate a peace settlement. there was a 
chance that Jordan and moderate Palestinian elements both within and 
outside the PLO might follow suit thus leaving the USSR isolated in the 
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Middle East with only radical Libya (whom virtually all the other Arab 
states distrusted) and possibly Syria (with whom Moscow had bitterly 
quarelied during the Syrian invasion of Lebanon in 1976) as backers of 
Soviet policy, along with radical rejectionists within the PLO, and South 
Yemen as well. On the other hand, however, should the Egyptian-Israeli 
talks fail to achieve an agreement to which other Arab states could 
adhere, there was the possibility that Syria, together with its then ally

.' 
Jordan, its dependency, Lebanon, and its own PLO force, Saiqa. might be 
drawn to join the rejectionists, thereby isolating Sadat in the Arab world 
as the sole Arab leader willing to make peace with Israel. Such a 
development might well hasten Sadat's ouster or , at the minimum, lead to 
the formation of a large "anti-imperialist" bloc of Arab states which could 
be expected to be supportive of Soviet policy in its zero-sum game 
competition with the United States for inf luence in the Arab world. 
Finally, should the Egyptian-Israeli talks fail. Sadat would be discredited 
and the United States might feel constrained to again push for the 
immediate reconvening of the Geneva Conference where the USSR would 
play a major role as co-chairman. 

As the Soviet leaders were contemplating their response to the 
Sadat peace initiative, Sadat was being warmly received in Israel, and 
when he returned to Egypt, he received a similarly warm welcome. The 

62 
reaction in the other Arab states, however, was considerably cooler. 
Saudi Arabia, Egypt's main Arab ally, gave at best grudging support for 
his visit, while Jordan's reaction was also noncommittal. At the same 
time, Syria, Libya, the PLO, Iraq, Algeria and South Yemen denounced 
Sadat's trip with only the Sudan, Morocco and Oman strongly supporting 
it For its part the Soviet Union strongly criticized the Sadat visit as a 
legitimization of Israeli occu~~tion of Arab lands and an effort to isolate 
both the PLO and the USSR. 

Indeed, seeking to profit from the Arab alignment that had come 
into being to oppose Sadat's peace efforts, the Soviet Union rejected an 
offer by the Egyptian government to participate in a peace conference in 
Cairo. Nonetheless, President Carter took an optimistic view of the 
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Soviet refusal stating that "my belief is that the desire of the whole 
world is so great for peace in the Middle East that the Soviets will 
follow along and take advantage of any constructive step toward 
peace.,,54 This over-optimistic, if not naive, prediction was to be proved 

wrong, and. it was not long before a new chill had settled into Soviet­
American relations. 

The USSR, which had seen itself invited back into the center of 
Middle East diplomacy as a result of the joint Soviet-American statement 
of October 1st. was clearly angered by Sadat's peace initiative which 
Moscow saw as an American ploy, and Soviet reporting on relations with 
the United States again became more negative in tone, with a new 
hostility characterizing the Soviet evaluation of the American delegation's

55
performance at the Belgrade talks. On the other hand, Moscow 
continued to report favorably on cooperation with the U.S. in such areas 
where Moscow needed American assistance as the naval arms limitation 
talks in the Indian Ocean, which were characterized as having taken place

55 
"in a positive spirit/ and the Soviet-American cooperation in agriculture. 
Brezhnev himself, in a Pravda interview on December 24th, held out the 
possibility for a nuclear arms limitation agreement although he utilized the 
opportunity to denounce the American plan to deploy the neutron bomb 
in Western Europe (where it would be effective against a Soviet tank 
invasion) and called for the mutual renunciation of the bomb. He also 
attacked the "notorious" Begin-Sadat meeting as an attempt to torpedo 

the Geneva Conference. 

The issue, however, that was to sharply worsen Soviet-American 
relations was the massive Soviet intervention into the Horn of Africa 
Beginning one week after Sadat's visit, Moscow airlifted some 20,000 
Cuban soldiers to Ethiopia. together with 3,000 Soviet military technicians 
and large amounts of military equipment The USSR also provided three 
Soviet generals to direct the Ethiopian army as it moved from the 
defensive onto the offensive against Somalia, and with Soviet and Cuban 
aid, by March, Somalia had been driven out of Ethiopia 67 
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From Moscow's perspective, the move into Ethiopia, while a 
gamble, may have been well worth the risk. In the first place, it had 
regional African support since Somalia had violated a long-standing OAU 
charter provision by invading another African state to rectify a dispute 
over a border established in colonial times. Therefore, at least in the 
eyes of most Africans, the USSR was acting legitimately in coming to 
Ethiopia's defense. Secondly, by aiding Ethiopia, the USSR sought to 
assure itself of at least' a political -- and possibly a military -- base at 

the junction of the Middle East and Black Africa, one that commanded a 
large section of Red Sea coastline. This move would not only serve as 
at least partial compensation for the loss of the bases in Somalia, and 
prevent transformation of the Red Sea into an "Arab lake" controlled by 
conservative Arab regimes, it would also help prevent Moscow's isolation 

in the Middle East should Sadat's peace initiative lead to a general Middle 
East settlement 

The sharp influx of Soviet and Cuban forces into Ethiopia, 
however, the second such Soviet move in Africa since 1975, precipitated 
a major outcry in Washington, although the American reaction was to be 
a very confused one, and it was to be the very confusion of American 
policy on the Horn of Africa which helped ensure the success of the 
Soviet venture. In the first place, the Administration which was 
preoccupied with the Panama Canal treaty and also the energy crisis 
(which Carter called the "moral equivalent of war") as the crisis developed, 

seemed confused over whether or not to arm Somalia, first promising
68 

the Somalis arms and then retracting the promise. Secondly, the 
Administration seemed divided over how to respond to the Soviet 
intervention. Thus, on January 12th, President Carter, again in a highly 
optimistic statement asserted "I hope we can induce the Soviets and 
Cubans not to send either soldiers or weapons into that area,,69 When 
Moscow ignored Carter's statement. a dispute broke out in the 
Administration as how best to respond to the Soviet move with Zbigniew 
Brzezinski publicly calling for a linkage to the SALT talks and Andrew 
Young and Cyrus Vance opposing such a pOlicy.70 Carter himself seemed 
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to come down on the side of the doves by stating at a press conference 
on March 2nd that there was no Administration policy of linkage between 

7
the Soviet involvement in the Horn and SALT. 1 One week later, 
however, at another news conference in which he announced that Somalia 
was withdrawing from Ethiopi~, he stated his hope that once Ethiopian 
forces had reestablished control over their own country, "withdrawal of 
the Soviet and .Cuban combat presence should begin,,72 This was to turn 
out to be yet another case of unwarranted optimism. Indeed, the only · 
concrete step the U.S. was finally to take in response to the Cuban/Soviet 
move into Ethiopia was to temporarily discontinue talks on arms limitation 
in the Indian Ocean. 

Moscow, by contrast was pursuing a consistent policy. By 
February 1978, it seemed to be utilizinq Carter's hopes for a quick SALT 
accord as a cover for its activities in Africa and it sought to put the 
Carter Administration on the defensive for not doing enough to achieve 
SALT. Thus Pravda in a major editorial on February 11th at the height of 
the Soviet buildup in Ethiopia, blamed the U.S. for the talks' standstill. It 
also noted that while Carter had publicly stressed the importance of 
achieving a hew SALT agreement "from the standpoint of ensuring 
security for the U.S. itself and from the standpoint of the positive 
development of Soviet-American relations," "practical deeds" had to 
follow up such statements. Three weeks after denouncing Brzezinski's 
attempts at linking SALT to Soviet policy in the Horn, Pravda sought to 
demonstrate that many Americans. including President Carter, opposed 
such linkage as well, thus underlining the confusion in the American 

... h' 73Adrnirustration over t e Issue. 

In a response to the Soviet activities in Africa and propaganda on 
SALT. Carter gave a major speech on national defense at Wake Forest 

7 4 
University on March 17, 1978. After discussing the rise in Soviet 
military power, he warned the USSR that while the U.S. was prepared "to 
cooperate with the Soviet Union toward common social, scientific and 
economic goals," if Moscow "failed to demonstrate restraint in missile 
programs and other force levels and in the projection of Soviet or proxy 
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forces into other lands and continents, then popular support for such 
cooperation with the Soviets will certainly erode." Carter went on to say 
that even while the U.S. was searching for arms control agreements, it 
would continue to modernize its strategic system and revitalize its 
conventional forces. 

Moscow, despite being informed by Marshall Shulman that the 
speech should be viewed as primarily designed for domestic 
consumption75 reacted forcefully to Carter's speech, with Pravda claiming 

on March 19th that he was shifting emphasis from efforts to achieve 
arms control to "a course of threats and the aggravation of tension." In 
a more extensive critique, Arbatov. writing in Pravda on March 28th, 
attacked the U.S. for creating "dangerous new types of weapons, such as 
the neutron bomb," and for the efforts of some "leading" Administration 
figures to link SALT with the "course of events in the Horn of Africa" 
Finally, Arbatov issued a thinly veiled warning that the time had come for. 

A choice of a path for the years to come: either an 
agreement on the basis of which one can make progress in 
the area of arms limitation and reduction and the development 
of peaceful and mutually advantageous cooperation, or the 
rejection of an accord, which would mean the torpedoing of 
the Soviet-American dialogue on fundamental questions of the 
two powers' security and international security, and a 
significant worsening of the overall atmosphere in relations 

76
between the USSR and the U.S. 

From Moscow's viewpoint, these repeated warnings may well have 
had some effect because on April 7th Carter announced he was deferring 
production of the neutron bomb -- a weapon long feared by the USSR 
Just as in the case of the B-1 bomber decision, Moscow may have seen 
the Carter action as a response to Soviet pressure, since it appeared to 
reverse the Wake Forest assertion that the U.S. was continuing to 
modernize its strategic forces, and because the USSR had mounted such 
a major propaganda campaign in the West against the weapon. Ironically, 
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in the case of the neutron bomb, Carter went against the advice of 
Vance, Brown and Brzezinski who all wanted to deploy the weapon77 

Brzezinski also wanted to use the neutron bomb as a bargaining chip 
against the Soviet SS-20, but could not convince Carter, who thus made 
yet another unilateral arms control concession, without seeking a 
quid-pro-quo from the USSR Interestingly enough. however, just as 
Moscow had publicly deprecated Carter's B-1 decision, so too did it 
minimize the importance of the neutron bomb deferment. with Pravda on 
April 9th complaining that the decision did not affect work on the 
development of neutron warhead carriers. Brezhnev, in a speech to the 
Young Communist League Congress in late April, however, did make a 
gesture in response to Carter's action by stating that the USSR would not 
produce the neutron bomb if the U.S. did not. although there was no 
formal agreement 78 The U.S., however, was well ahead of the USSR in 
neutron bomb research and development at the time of Brezhnev's 
"concession:' and the value of the Soviet move was , therefore, doubtful. 
The Soviet leader also reported some progress in the SALT talks as a 
result of the Vance visit to Moscow in April 

Once again, however, a Third World dispute was to lead to a 
further deterioration of Soviet-American relations. Thus when Zaire 
rebels, operating out of Angola, attacked the mineral-rich province of 
Katanga in Zaire, the U.S. blamed the USSR, since Angola was allied to the 
Soviet bloc and the rebels had been trained by Cuba which had a large 
military force in Angola 79 The U.S., in an effort to stop the invasion, 
organized a force of African soldiers who, together with Belgian and 
French troops succeeded in repulsing the invaders. This American move 
to reverse the unfavorable flow of events in Africa was severely 
denounced b~ Moscow which claimed the USSR had nothing to do with 

8
the invasion and Moscow also criticized the NATO decision to increase 

defense expenditures by 3% annually, a development which, if not 
precipitated by the Soviet moves in Africa (the budget rise had been 
under discussion for some time), certainly was enhanced by it 
Interestingly enough, however, Moscow also stated that it would not 
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hesitate to give aid to Third World states in need, detente or no detente: 

Detente by no means implies artificial restraint on the 
objective processes of historical development It is not a 
safe-conduct pass for anti-popular, rotten, and venal regimes 
or for any sort of special rights and privileges inherited from 
the colonial past. or obtained through one-sided deals and 
agreements. And even less does it grant indulgences as 
concerns the right to suppress the just struggle of peoples 
for their national liberation and sound progress and the right to 

8 1 
interfere in their internal affairs.

Nonetheless, despite the Soviet activity in Africa, Carter clung to 
his "no linkage" position and stated, in a press conference on May 25th, 
that the "SALT agreement is so important for our country, for the safety 
of the entire world, that we ought not to let any i~ediment come 
between us and the reaching of a successful agreement,,8 

The American President. however, then appeared to sharply qualify 
this position by asserting: 

But there is no doubt that if the Soviets continue to abuse 

human rights, to punish people who are monitoring the Soviets' 
compliance with the Helsinki Agreement [Yuri Orlov had just 
been sentenced to seven years in jail], which they signed of 
their own free will, and unless they show some constraints on 
their own involvement in A frica. it will make it much more 
difficult to conclude a SALT agreement and to have it ratified 
once it is written. 

In viewing the contradictory nature of the Carter speech, the 
Soviet leaders may well have been a bit puzzled. Nonetheless, on the 
basis of Carter's previous concessions on human rights, the 8- 1, and the 
neutron bomb, they may well have assumed that Carter would once again 
back down if the USSR pressed hard enough -- particularly in threatening 
a collapse of the SALT talks, which Carter had publicly stated he wanted 
so much. Consequently, as the summer of 1978 came on, Moscow 
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stepped up its persecution of the Soviet dissidents. Nonetheless. as it 
mounted its campaign against the dissidents. Moscow had to be aware of 
a new development that was likely to affect Soviet-American relations. 
the move toward a speedy rapprochement between the United States and 
China. and Moscow was to couple its crackdown on the Soviet dissidents 
with warnings to the U.S. not to get too closely involved with China lest 

SALT be harmed. 

By February 1978. the post-Mao succession in China had finally 
ended with the team of Hua Kuofeng and Deng Hsiao Ping now clearly in 
charge. Unfortunately for Moscow. however. the new Chinese leadership 
was to prove more interested in improving relations with the United 
States than with the Soviet Union. A formal Soviet offer to improve 
relations on the basis of "peaceful coexistence" was rejected by the 
Chinese who demanded a major Soviet withdrawal all along the Sino­
Soviet border and the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Mongolia as 

8 3 
wel1. The Soviet offer came just prior to the convening of the Fifth 
National Peoples Congress in Beijing in February 1978 in which the new 
Chinese leaders formally set forth their program of the "four 
modernizations" and also announced a heightened interest in Western 
credits and technology to speed China's development84 

In rejecting China's demands for a military withdrawal from the 
Sino-Soviet border. Moscow may have felt that given the economic and 
strategic importance of the Far East and Soviet Central Asia. a withdrawal 
would be too dangerous. The Soviet leadership may also have seen that 
Sino-American relations were still stagnating (a visit by Vance in the fall 
of 1977 had been unproductive) and perhaps felt that there was nothing 

yet to fear from that quarter. Nonetheless. one wonders. in retrospect. 
whether Moscow might have been better served by negotiating a limited 
withdrawal of some troops from its border with China as a gesture to 
Beijing. Such a move might well have delayed the formal rapprochement 
with the United States. while at the same time not really affecting the 
military balance between the USSR and the PRC. It is interesting to note 
here that the Chinese demand was not for the rectification of the border. 
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a demand much more difficult for Moscow to accept but rather for a 
pullback from the border, a development that would have allowed China's 
"four modernizations" program to develop in greater security -- and also 

85 
without the need for the rapid acquisition of Western arms. In any 
case, as is well known, Moscow did the opposite. After a highly 
publicized visit of Brezhnev and Defense Minister Dmitri Ustinov to the 
Sino-Soviet border in late March. Moscow began to build up its forces 
there by increasing the number of SS-20 missiles and backfire bombers 
and bringing the Soviet airborne division stationed in the Far East up to 

86 
full strength. Further heightening Chinese suspicions at the time was 
the pro-Soviet Communist coup d'etat in Afghanistan in April 1978, and a 
Soviet raid across the Ussuri River in early 'May (despite a Soviet apology) 
as well as Soviet support for Vietnam in its increasingly severe quarrel 
with the PRC over the ethnic Chinese in Vietnam and also over the 

87 
disputed Spratly and Paracel Islands. As Moscow demonstratively 
increased its pressure on Beijing. the Chinese moved to strengthen their 
own position. and the visit of Brzezinski. by now a bete noire of the 
Russians, (Moscow's clear favorite in the Administration was Cyrus Vance, 
a "realist") to Beijing at a time of heightening Soviet-American, as well as 
Sino-Soviet tension in May. provided the opportunity. At a banquet 
welcoming Brzezinski Chinese Foreign Minister Huang Hua called for all the 
peoples of the world to "adopt a policy to upset the hegemonist's (USSR) 
strategic deployments," and Brzezinski. who shared Beijing's deep 
suspicion of Moscow, responded in kind by stating that the U.S. was also 
resolved to "resist the efforts of any nation which seeks to establish 
global or regional hegemony."B8 As a result of Brzezinski's visit, several 
major steps forward in Sino-American relations took place. First 
Brzezinski told the Chinese that the U.S. would not oppose the sale of 
weapons to Beijing by Europeans. Given the increasing Soviet build-up 
on the Chinese border, this could only have been welcome news for 
Beijing. Secondly, Brzezinski told his Chinese hosts that the Administration 
was now ready to move ahead in the normalization talks, and the talks 
were formally resumed in July.89 Then on June 8th the United States 
approved a sale to China of infrared scanning equipment which it had 
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denied to the USSR. Meanwhile, Carter had issued yet another speech in 
an effort to clarify American policy toward the Soviet Union. this time at 
the U.S. Naval Academy at Annapolis on June 7th.90 Once again. as in 
the case of the Wake Forest speech. he seemed to give the USSR a 
choice between increased cooperation and confrontation. although there 
were some additional nuances. Thus he indicated that while the U.S. 
wanted to increase collaboration with the USSR, it also wanted to do so 
with China In addition. while citing the huge losses suffered by the 
USSR in World War II and his conviction that the people of the Soviet 
Union wanted peace. he also strongly criticized the USSR for exploiting 
areas of instability in the world. and for the first time in his Presidency. 
he came close to joining the school of thought which saw Soviet policy 
as essentially offensive when he stated "to the Soviet Union. detente 
seems to mean a continuing aggressive struggle for political advantage 
and increased influence." He also again denounced the "abuse of basic 
human rights" in - the USSR and the Soviet attempts "to export a 
totalitarian and repressive form of government" Nonetheless. he 
reiterated his call for improved relations with Moscow and once again 
stated that the U.S. had "no desire to link the negotiations for a SALT 
agreement with other competitive relationships." 

The first official answer to Carter came in a Pravda editorial on 
June 17th which pointed to the contradictions Moscow saw in the Carter 
speech: 

. The U.S. President definitely failed to clarify American 
policy ... toward the U.S.S.R. He failed for the simple reason 
that the speech was an attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable 
-- to combine assurances of devotion to the ideas of detente 
and improved Soviet-American relations with undisguised 
attacks on the Soviet Union; to combine expressions of 
respect for the desire for peace and the fortitude of the 
Soviet people who lost 20 million sons and daughters in the 
war against Hitlerite aggression. with a prejudiced and distorted 
description of Soviet reality of the kind that had rarely 
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appeared since the cold war, even in the most malevolent 
91

American newspaper. 

The Pravda editorial also again challenged Carter to do more to 
push the SALT agreement in America: 

There has been a Jot of talk in the United States, both in 
government articles and elsewhere, to the effect that a future 
agreement may run into difficulties in the Senate when ·it 
comes up for ratification But the government itself is plainly 
in no hurry to take a definite stand and to begin to defend the 
agreement both in Congress and to the public, and to refute all 
the various falsehoods to which the opponents of arms 
limitat ion resort On the contrary, many government leaders in 
this complex situation are busy stirring up mistrust toward the 
Soviet Union and spreading lies about the "Soviet military 
threat" 

Pravda then went on to assert some linkage requirements of its 
own as far as SALT was concerned by warning the U.S. against playing 
the "China card": 

Washington's latest intr igues, or to be more exact, "petty 
intrigues" with China do not in the least serve to strengthen 
confidence. In and of itself, the desire to play the "China 
card" in the global game is nothing new for American 
politicians. But until now, it seemed that U.S. leaders were 
aware that they could not play that card without endangering 
the cause of peace and indeed, without danger to themselves 
and to the United States' own national interest 

To all appearances, however, certain officials who occupy 
important positions in Washington are now so overwhelmed 
with anti-Soviet emotions that these dangers are being ignored. 
These officials are closing their eyes to the fact that alignment 
with China on an anti-Soviet basis would close off the 
possibility of cooperation with the Soviet Union in reducing the 
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threat of nuclear war and, of course, limiting arms. 

Brezhnev himself, in a major speech in Minsk a week late~ 

reiterated the Soviet warning against playing the "China card,,9 
Interestingly enough, however, he also drew attention to a major Soviet 
initiative at the MBFR talks in Vienna where Moscow offered to withdraw 
three divisions and 1,000 tanks from Eastern Europe. While this may 
have been a ploy to divide the U.S. from its European allies which had 
more to lose if detente weakened, it might also have been a recognition 
of the fact that. the possible entente between the U.S. and China required 
a further reinforcement of the Chinese front, particularly at a time when 
Soviet manpower resources were becoming strained. Nonetheless, the 
"China card" issue in Soviet-American relations was temporarily to pale as 
the dispute over human rights increased in intensity during the summer. 

The Soviet harassment of dissidents in the late spring and summer 
of 1978 differed from the anti-dissident campaign in the early months of 
the Carter Administration. This time, not only were Soviet dissidents 
persecuted (by June, Orlov had been sentenced to prison and Vladimir 
Slepak had been arrested), but so too were Americans who resided in the 
USSR. Thus, on June I Zth. less than a week after the Annapolis speech, 
Francis Crawford, Deputy Head of the International Harvester Company 
office in Moscow, was arrested for currency speculation. Two weeks 
later, two U.S. newspaper correspondents, Hal Piper and Craig Whitney 

were accused by a Moscow court of libelling Soviet T.V., a Soviet action 
highly inconsistent with the Helskinki Agreement While the Soviet actions 
may have been a response to the American arrest of two low-level 
Soviet U.N. aides for espionage, it may also have been intended as a test 
of the American willingness to continue its defense of human rights by 
signalling to Carter that Americans who lived in Moscow might become 
fair game in such a situation. Nonetheless, despite these events, during 
the early stages of the revived anti-dissident drive Carter continued to 
sound optimistic about relations with the USSR, stating on June 26th, "I 

have a deep belief that the underlying relationship between ourselves and 
the Soviets is stable and that Mr. Brezhnev, along with myself, wants 
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peace and wants to have better friendship.,,93 He added once again that 
the U.S. opposed linkage and that it "never tried to threaten the Soviet 
Union" and "never held out the prospect of increased or decreased trade 
if they did or did not do a certain thing that we thought was best" 
Carter added at the news conference that he hoped that he and Brezhnev 
might meet personally to ratify the SALT agreement In addition to such 
verbal gestures with which President Carter sought to once again assure 
the USSR of America's good intentions, U.S. Ambassador to Moscow 
Malcolm Toom refrained from emphasizing the human rights issue in a 
T.V. address on Moscow T.V. on American Independence Day, July 4th. 

Perhaps encouraged by this apparent softness of the American 
position on human rights, Moscow then announced the treason trial of 
Anatoly Shcharansky, a man whom President Carter had publicly stated 
was not involved with the CIA In trying Shcharansky for treason, thereby 
in effect calling Carter a liar, however, Moscow went too far, even for 
Carter who can be said to have leaned over backwards in search of 
good relations with the USSR up to this point Despite the fact that 
American U.N. Ambassador Andrew Young's statement that there were 
"hundreds and perhaps thousands of people" in American prisons whom 
he would call political prisoners, weakened the American protest against 
Shcharanskv's jailing (the Soviet media gave extensive coverage to Young's

94 .
comments), Carter nonetheless decided to do more than merely verbally 
protest Thus he cancelled a sale of a sophisticated computer system to 
Moscow and announced he was reviewing the sale of highly sophisticated 
oil drilling equipment, thus depriving the USSR of the American equipment 
which Moscow needed the most (the USSR was far behind the U.S. in 
both computer technology and in sophisticated oil drilling equipment). 
Carter further hit the USSR in areas of Soviet-American relations in 
which Moscow stood to gain the most by cancelling a Moscow visit by 
his science advisor Frank Press (who had just visited Peking), as well as 
American participation in the scheduled sixth session of the joint Soviet­

95 
American commission on scientific and technological cooperation. Even 
these gestures, however, were weakened when Carter sent Secretary of 
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State Vance to Geneva for another SALT meeting at the very height of 
the furor over the harassment of the Soviet dissidents and American 

9 6 
reporters. Moscow took note of this, and reiterated Vance's statement 
that the SALT talks, because of their enormous importance for the 
maintenance of peace, should not be "linked to other questions:,97 
Another weakness of Carter's policy, however, at least as probably seen 
from Moscow, came in the decision to once again allow the sale of oil 
field equipment to Moscow after Crawford was given a suspended

9a 
sentence and the two American reporters were given small fines.
While the Americans had gotten out of trouble, the Soviet dissidents, 
Ginsburg, Shcharansky, Slepak and others remained in jail, and American 
willingness to once again send the oil equipment despite their continued 
imprisonment may well have signalled to the Russians that Carter would 
not use American trade pressure on behalf of Soviet dissidents, and that 
his human rights policies would again be limited to verbiage. Indeed, in a 
press conference on August 17th, Carter had said: 

We obviously don't have any inclination to declare a trade 
embargo against the USSR to stop all trade. It is to the 
advantage of our own country to trade with the Soviet Union. 
I think embargoes that have been enforced in the past by 
previous administrations, for instance. unannounced and 
unilateral (embargoes) of shipments of feed grains and food 
grains and soybeans overseas has been very detrimental to our 
country. I do not intend to do that99 

In sum, therefore, the USSR had mounted a major anti-dissident 
campaign in the face of American protests. While Moscow may have felt 
that once again it had successfully pressured the American President into 
retreating in his human rights efforts, as Carter reversed his position 
taken in the May 25th news conference that Soviet human rights 
violations would "make it much more difficult to conclude a SALT 
agreement," the Soviet leaders were to prove less successful in 
preventing Washington from playing the "China card," a development that 
threatened Soviet security in Asia 
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Indeed, from the Soviet perspective, the situation in Asia seemed 
to be rapidly deteriorating. Not only had the United States and China 
entered into a more friendly relationship, but Japan and China were also 
moving closer together. On August 12th. Japan and China signed a 
Friendship and Cooperation Treaty in Peking, which Pravda was to label 
as anti-Soviet because it contained an "ant i- hegemony" article which was 
seen as directed against the USSR 100 Soon afterwards Chinese Premier 

Hua visited Romania. Yugoslavia and Iran, an action which further aroused 
Soviet ire. Meanwhile. the USSR sought to counter the Chinese 
rapprochement with Japan by trying to improve its own relations with the 
economically potent island nation. but these efforts proved unsuccessful 
when Japan refused to sign a treaty with Moscow unless the USSR 
agreed to return the four small islands just north of Japan which the 
USSR had seized at the end of World War II, something the USSR was 
unwilling to do. Adding further to the pressure on Moscow at this time 
was Carter's unexpected decision on October 18th to go ahead with 
production of the neutron bomb. although he somewhat qualified this 
move by stipulating that the components would be stockpiled instead of 
. d . h 101inserte Into war eads. 

Interestingly enough. however. possibly because Washington had 
played its "China card," or because of concern over the neutron bomb, 
Moscow became more forthcoming in the SALT talks and only a week 
after the neutron bomb decision Pravda reported that progress had been 
made in the talks.102 At the same time there was another sharp increase 

in the number of Jews being allowed to leave the Soviet Union (the 
emigres included Benyamin Levich, a prominent Jewish scientist who had 
been denied permission to leave for seven years, and Boris and Natalia 
Katz.)103 This Soviet tactic seemed directed at gaining Senate support 
for the SALT treaty which Moscow may have seen as close to signing. 
Indeed, Brezhnev himself met in Moscow with a group of U.S. Senators 
who would have to ratify the treaty, although the meeting, like Kosygin's 
with the group several days earlier, may have done more harm than_good 
since the Senators seemed unhappy with the Soviet leaders' apparent 
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inability to understand the role of the Senate in the American 
104

governmental process. 

In any case, while seeking to push ahead on SALT, Moscow was 
also moving to enhance its position in Asia Thus soon after Japan 
refused the offer of a treaty with the USSR, Moscow moved to sign one 
with Vietnam whose relations with China had become increasingly strained 
The apparent goal of the treaty, when coupled with the large shipments 
of Soviet weapons to Hanoi in the fall of 1978, was to confront China 
with a powerful enemy on another border, thereby compelling China to 
deploy its military forces accordingly. 105 Soon after the signing of the 
treaty, Vietnam invaded China's ally, Cambodia. apparently on the 
assumption that its treaty with Moscow would deter the Chinese from 
any counter invasion. China, however, then played its "Washington card" 
by indicating its willingness to normalize relations with the United States 
by making concessions on the Taiwan issue. The United States responded 
affirmatively and on December 15th came the joint announcement that 
formal Sino-American diplomatic relations would be established on 
January 1, 1979, while U.S. -Taiwanese relations would be terminated the 
same day, although the U.S. would continue to maintain "commercial, 
cultural, trade and other (military)" relations with Taiwan. 106 

As might be expected, Moscow did not look very favorably on the 
acceleration of the Sino-American rapprochement. although Carter, in his 
typically optimistic fashion, reported that he had received a "ver y positive" 
message from Brezhnev on the development Moscow Radio, however, 
and Pravda were quick to present a different interpretation of Brezhnev's 
message, noting that Brezhnev had stated that the Soviet Union would 
very closely follow how Sino-American relations would develop and 
would "draw the appropriate conclusions for Soviet policy." 107 A central 

Soviet concern about the rapprochement was expressed in a Moscow 
Radio broadcast by Valentin Zorin which indicated that Moscow was quite 
worried that the Chinese would now find it easier to acquire Western 
arms and modern military technology. 108 Indeed Brezhnev sent Carter a 

letter on December 27th which implied that "unless we prevented our 
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European allies from selling weapons to China, there might be no further 
progress on arms control," 109 Other Soviet media expressed the 

concern that a military bloc of China, Japan and the U.S. might be 
forming. 1 10 These fears were undoubtedly exacerbated during Deng 
Tsaio Ping's late January visit to the United States in which the Chinese 
leader used the opportunity to appeal to the U.S. to join a common anti­
Soviet front While the U.S. officially disassociated itself from Deng's 
anti-Soviet remarks, the fact that the joint communique issued at the 
close of his trip called for joint opposition to efforts to establish 

"hegemony," indicated to Moscow that the U.S. seemed to be supporting 
Chi . S· d 11 1 rna s anti- oviet stan . 

Moscow reacted to the Sino-American rapprochement in several 
ways. In the first place, it slowed the pace of the SALT talks (thereby 
preventing a quick U.S.-Soviet summit since the negotiations were almost 
completed) as a means of showing its displeasure and following through 
on the warnings it had issued in June against Washington playing the 
"China card." Secondly, it continued to warn Washington against being 
manipulated by the Chinese into a Soviet-American war. In addition, an 
article appeared in Izvestia on February 8th dealing w ith Deng's trip 
which expressed the continued Soviet worry that elements within the 
"vacillating" Carter Administration would seek to use the China connection 
to extract concessions from the USSR: 

On the one hand, doubts or at least differing opinions with 
respect to playing the "China card" do indeed exist in 
Washington. Having had the experience of postwar 
confrontation, Washington cannot fail to guess toward what 
slippery path the pilgrim from Beijing is pushing the United 
States. It cannot fail to realize the importance of normal 
relations with the Soviet Union and progress in such fields as 
detente and a SALT II agreement 

On the other hand the demon of anti-Sovietism is a strong 
one, and the desire to pull the "China lever" in order to try to 
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exploit one-sided concessions from Moscow is also strong. 
Vacillation is characteristic of the present Washington 
Administration. In the Administration itself there is a conflict 

1 12 
between militant and "mor e moderate trends. 

Fortunately for Moscow, however, subsequent events were to 
lessen its concern both about the Asian strategic situation and the Sino­
American alignment. albeit only temporarily. Thus less than two weeks 
after the end of Deng's visit to Washington, China invaded Vietnam with 
the apparent goal of getting the Vietnamese to pull out of Cambodia 
thereby allowing China's ally, the Pol Pot regime, which was fighting a 
guerilla war against the Vietnamese, to regain power. If this was indeed 
the Chinese goal, it failed and after several weeks of fighting, China was 
compelled to withdraw its forces from North Vietnam although it stated 
that it was successful in "punishing Vietnam" Nonetheless, Vietnamese 
forces remained in Cambodia and the Vietnamese army had proven itself 
at least the equal of the Chinese. At the same time, there was clear 
embarassment in Washington over the Chinese move and Moscow may 
well have thought that the Chinese invasion would slow the Sino­
American rapprochement 113 As far as Sino-Soviet relations were 

concerned, while Moscow issued several warnings to China during the 
invasion, the period of fighting was so short the USSR did not have to 
follow through on its warnings. In addition, while China moved after the 
war to denounce its 1950 treaty with the USSR, it also called for new 
talks with Moscow, this time without the preconditions demanded in 
1978. Moscow could only be heartened by this Chinese retreat, and by 
the subsequent Chinese government announcement that its 1978 
modernization goals had been too amb itious and that they would have to 
be re~ised downward. 114 While China remained a long-term threat to 

the Kremlin, the immediacy of the danger, precipitated by the Sino­
Japanese treaty and the Sino-American rapprochement seemed to have 
been averted. 

If Moscow was feeling more secure on its Asian flank, it was also 
feeling more confident about its Middle Eastern position. Although 
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President Carter, at Camp David, had mediated the framework of both an 
Egyptian-Israeli peace agreement and a more general settlement between 
Israel and her other Arab neighbors, the Camp David agreements had been 
denounced by the entire Arab world with the exception of Egypt, the 
Sudan and Oman; and the Arab states, meeting in Baghdad, had threatened 
sanctions against Egypt if it went ahead and signed a peace treaty with 
Israel. ' '5 This development was of great benefit to Moscow for two 
reasons. In the first place, it meant the end to the Egyptian-Saudi 
Arabian axis which had been the pillar of American policy in the Arab• 
world since 1973. Secondly, the fact that most of the Arab world, led 
by Iraq and Syria, had opposed Camp David, may have held out the hope 
to Moscow that the Arab world would swing over to the Soviet side, in 
what the USSR continued to see as a zero-sum game competition for 
influence with the United States. 

While events in the Arab world seemed to be taking a favorable 
turn for the USSR in the aftermath of Camp David, Moscow was also to 
profit from the increasingly severe upheavals in Iran. Since the Nixon 
era, the United States had depended on Iran to be its "policeman" in the 
Persian Gulf and had given extensive amounts of arms to the Shah's 
armed forces. Indeed, under the Shah's leadership, Iran had proven to be 
a major obstacle to Sov iet ambitions in the Middle East On the one 
hand, Iran's efforts to form a Persian Gulf Security Pact seemed primarily 
aimed at keeping out Soviet influence: Secondly, Iran's military aid to 
Oman had helped defeat the PFLO insurgency backed by Moscow's ally, 
the Peoples Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen). and Iranian 
economic aid had been used to try to entice Afghanistan out of the 
Soviet camp. Iran also served as a moderating influence on the Arab­
Israeli conflict, and the increasingly warm relations between Iran and Egypt 
seemed to solidify the central American" alliance system of the Middle 
East, which, before Camp David was composed of Israel, Egypt, Iran and 
Saudi Arabia' 16 Consequently, as domestic turmoil in Iran increased 

sharply in the fall of 1978, the USSR welcomed the weakening of the 
Shah's government and the increasing influence of exiled Muslim religious 
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leader Ayatollah Khomeini. if at first somewhat cautiously. To be sure, 
the USSR now imported natural gas from Iran and the cut-off of natural 
gas exports by striking petroleum workers was not welcomed In 
addition, as a Muslim fundamentalist. Khomeini posed somewhat of a 
threat to the Soviet elite's control of its large Muslim population 
Nonetheless. most Soviet Muslims are Sunni, not Shiite like the Ayatollah, 
and the Islamic threat was, at least for the short run, essentially a 
theoretical one. On the other hand, however, if the United States could 
be deprived of its major economic and miltary positions in Iran, including 
sophisticated radar stations for checking the telemetry of Soviet missiles, 
the USSR would emerge with a clear gain in its influence competition 
with the United States. Thus by the end of November, the USSR began 
to issue stern warnings against American intervention in Iran," 7 and anti­
American radio broadcasts to Iran increased in intensity (U.S. protests 
about the broadcasts were rejected)." 8 Indeed. the USSR seemed to be 
trying to inflame Iranian popular passions against the United States, a 
fairly transparent effort to expedite the elimination of American influence 
from Iran as the revolutionary upheaval in Iran increased in intensity. 
Consequently, following the departure of the Shah and the installation of 
the short-lived Bakhtiar government, senior Soviet lV1iddle East 
commentator Dmitry Volsky expressed Soviet satisfaction with the trend 
of events in Iran: 

The plans to knock together a pact in the Persian Gulf area 
and shore up CENTO have had to be shelved because of the 
events in Iran. .. Whatever course the events in Iran may 
take, one thing is clear: never again will the West be able to 
rely on that country in its global strategy." 9 

Indeed, following the collapse of the Shah's regime in Iran, and the 
coming to power of Khomeini. American Middle East policy appeared to 
be in a shambles. As a result of the Baghdad Conference, Egypt 
appeared effectively isolated in the Middle East while the Egyptian-Israeli 
negotiations on achieving a peace treaty remained stalemated. In addition, 
the confused American response to the events in Iran -- the dispatching 

38
 



and then recalling three days later of a naval task force to the Persian 
Gulf -- was a prime example of ·Amer ican vacillation and seemed to 
indicate that the Carter Administration was unsure of the proper course 
to follow in the Middle East Perhaps worst of all, the United States 
appeared humiliated as its Embassy was briefly seized by leftists in Iran 
soon after Khomeini took power in February and its ambassador to 
A fghanistan, now a Soviet client state, was murdered by terrorists. 

Soviet satisfaction with the impact of the events in Iran on the 
Middle East situation was summarized -by Izvestia's political commentator 
S. Kondrashov: 

Let us emphasize that the problems of American foreign 
policy have been aggravated since the victory of the national 
revolution in Iran. The revolution is tantamount to a direct 
defeat of the United States since the structure that 
Washington erected over many years, in which I ran was 
assigned the role of "policeman of the Persian Gulf" has 
collapsed . . . 

In Egypt, Sadat has been forced to take a careful look not 
only at Saudi Arabia and the other Arab states that oppose the 
separate deal but also at the events in Iran and the fate of the 
Shah . . . Doubts and apprehension have increased among 
those who so closely linked their present and future with 

120 
Uncie Sam, contrary to the interests of their people. 

(emphasis added) 

The South Yemeni invasion of North Yemen may perhaps be 
understood against this background of the apparently weakening position 
of the United States in the Middle East To be sure, the North Yemeni 
regime was itself weak and had suffered two major coup attempts as 
well as the murder of its President in less than a year. At the same time 
the PDRY had a long history of conflict with the North and relations 
between the two Yemeni states had alternated between open warfare and 
discussions of unification since 1972. Nonetheless, the timing of the 
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PDRY invasion of North Yemen does not appear accidental. Coming only 
a week after the establishment of the Khomeini regime in Iran and the 
first seizure of the U.S. embassy in that country, it appears as if the 
USSR, in giving at least its tacit consent to its client's desire to invade 
North Yemen, was seeking to create a bandwagon effect to further erode 
American influence in the Middle East In many ways the situation 
appeared similar to that of September 1970 when, after a series of 
American Middle Eastern reverses (the fall of the pro-Western 
government in Libya, the establishment of a major Soviet military presence 
in Egypt. and the Soviet-Egyptian violation of the American-mediated 
cease-fire agreement between Egypt and Israel), Moscow appears .t o have 
given its tacit approval for a Syrian move into. Jordan to help the 
Palestinian guerillas in their war against King Hussein.' 2' In both 
invasions, the USSR could remain in the background, but would profit if 
the pro-American regime was toppled by the Soviet client state's invasion. 
Interestingly enough, however, if indeed this was the Soviet goal in both 
invasions, in neither was it successful. In the case of Jordan, an 
American warning to the USSR, coupled with American-Israeli military 
maneuvers limited the Syrian invasion and an Arab League meeting 
provided the face-saving cover for the Syrian withdrawal (the Syrian 
tanks, meanwhile, had been badly battered by King Hussein's air force). A 
similar pattern occurred in the case of North Yemen. The United States 
coupled open warnings to the USSR about discontinuing logistic support 
for the South Yemeni invasion (the warnings, however, like the protests 
over Soviet broadcasts to Iran, seemed to have little effect) with two 
major military moves of its own. In the first place it dispatched the U.S. 
aircraft carrier Constellation along with supporting vessels to the Arabian 
Sea -- this time, without recalling them Secondly, it began a major 
S390 million military supply effort to North Yemen including F-5 jets, 
tanks and armored personnel carriers, together with more than one 
hundred American instructors to aid the North Yemenis in using the new 
equipment. although ultimately the impact of the U.S. aid, which was 
delivered through Saudi Arabia, was limited. 122 
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In addition to the United States' military moves, another factor 
which may have prompted the South Yemenis, and their Soviet advisors, 
to terminate the invasion was the active mediation efforts of the Arab 
League team led by representatives from Iraq, Syria and Jordan. The 
USSR clearly had no desire to alienate any of these three opponents of 
the Camp David agreements -- particularly since, in early March, President 
Carter launched a personal effort to achieve an Egyptian-Israeli agreement 
(an effort that was met with success in late March). The end result of 
the Arab mediation effort was a ceasefire agreement, the withdrawal of 
PDRY troops and an agreement by the Presidents of both South and 
North Yemen to once again undertake negotiations about the unification of 
their two countries. 

Despite the apparent Soviet complicity in the PDRY invasion of 
North Yemen, and the hostile Soviet broadcasts to Iran, the United States 
pressed ahead with its efforts to achieve a SALT treaty. For its part 
Moscow, with the Deng visit to the U.S. ended, and with its position both 
in Asia and the Middle East now strengthened, also proved willing to 
resume talks -- particularly since the successful completion of the SALT 

talks was very much in the Soviet interest because the U.S. now appeared 
increasingly ready for a new military buildup. Consequently, following an 
appeal by Carter to Dobrynin to get the talks moving again, Moscow 
consented and the SALT talks entered their final stage. In an apparent 
effort to speed the process Jews were permitted to emigrate in record 
number, Brezhnev pardoned several of the Soviet Jews involved in the 

alleged hijacking of a Soviet airliner in 1970, and also arranged the trade 
of Soviet dissidents Aleksandr Ginsburg, Georgii Vins, Edward Kuznetsov, 
Mark Dymshits and Valentin Moroz for the two Soviet U.N. employees

12 3 
who had been arrested as spies in the U.S. in 1978. The United 
States, for its part, was also making gestures to Moscow, as on April 
5th the Commerce Department permitted the computer sale cancelled in 
1978, and there was increased discussion in Washington about lifting the 

. trade restrictions imposed against the Soviet Union. The end result of 
these developments was that the atmosphere improved, negotiations on 
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SALT II were completed, and a date was set for a summit between 
Carter and Brezhnev to sign the agreement 

The SALT agreement has been discussed in great detail elsewhere 
and need not be gone into any detail here. Suffice it to say that the 
agreement appeared to be a compromise between the two sides, 
establishing equal ceilings on MIRVed missile totals and delivery systems. 
Nonetheless the United States conceded to Moscow a larger number of 
"heavy" missiles (which could threaten U.S. land-based ICBMs!. although 
there was a limit on how many warheads could be carried per missile. In 
addition the backfire bomber was not included as a delivery vehicle while 
the American cruise missile was. However, Moscow agreed not to step 
up its production of the medium-range (though refuelable) bomber, and 
the " American forward based systems were also not included in the 
agreement 

The summit took place in Vienna (reportedly out of deference to 
Brezhnev's health) although this was yet another protocol concession on 
the part of the United States since it was Brezhnev's turn to go to the 
United States. Of particular interest were the speeches given by the two 
leaders during the summit Carter, again expressing an optimistic view, 
stated on the first day the hope that "our new SALT treaty could provide 
the basic framework we seek to reduce tension and conflict throughout 
the world." 124 Brezhnev, however, directly challenged Carter's view: 

There are continuing attempts to depict social processes in 
one country or another, and the struggle of peoples for 
independence and social progress as "Moscow's intrigue and 
machinations." Soviet people, of course, are in solidarity with 
the liberation struggle of the peoples. Our appraisals of 
political regimes in different countries sometimes differ 
strongly from the appraisals made by certain circles in the U.S. 
But the USSR is against interference in the internal affairs of 
other countries. This is our principled position. We believe 
that every people has a right to decide its own destiny. Why 
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then pin on the Soviet Union the responsibility lor the 
objective course of history and moreover use this as a 

. I . .., 125pretext I or worsen!ng our re ettons/ 

(emphasis added) 

Perhaps because of the Soviet leader's comments, Carter took a 
sharper tone during the second day of talks, although he was to continue 
basically optimistic as he sought to convince the Russians to extend the 
detente of Europe to other parts of the world: 

I believe that two possible roads lie before us. There is the 

road of competition and even confrontation. Any effort by 
either of our nations to exploit the turbulence that exists in 
var ious parts of the world pushes us toward .that road. The 
United States can and will protect its vital interests if this 
becomes the road we must follow. 

But there is another way -- the path of restraint and, 
where possible, cooperation. This is the path we prefer. I 
hope, Mr. Chairman, that the detente that has been growing in 
Europe as a result of the vast amount of work done by you 
can encompass other regions of the world. 126 

In his memoirs, Carter also notes that he complained to Brezhnev 
about Soviet propaganda attacks which were endangering American lives 
in Iran and Afghanistan. While noting that the U.S. had not interfered in 
the internal affairs of either country, Carter said he expected that the 

Soviet Union would also not interfere in them. He also seemed to take 
on faith Brezhnev's assertion that Moscow had no bases in Vietnam and 
would not acquire them in the future. Brezhnev, however, seemed to 
reject Carter's assertion that the Persian Gulf was a "vital interest" of the 

· dS 127Urute tates. 

Nonetheless, in an apparent effort to entice the USSR to take a 
more cooperative position in the Third World, the U.S. made several 
concessions to Moscow dur ing the summit Thus Carter agreed to the 
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resumption of the naval limitation _talks in the Indian Ocean which had 
been interrupted after the Soviet and Cuban intervention in Ethiopia, 
despite the fact that the Cubans remained in Ethiopia in large numbers. In 
addition, the U.S. publicly committed itself to strengthen trade ties with 
Moscow, and "recognized the necessity" of working for the "elimination 
of obstacles to mutually beneficial trade and financial relations." 128 

Thus .Vienna ended with a few more American concessions than 
Soviet ones, but with the expressed hope by President Carter that not 
only would Soviet-American relations improve, but that the USSR would 
show restraint in the Third World. Such, however, was not to be the 
case. 

One of the areas of increasing contention between the USSR and 
the United States was Afghanistan. Noor Mohammed Taraki who had 
seized power in a military coup in April 1978 and who had signed a 
Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with the USSR in December 1978, 
was in deep trouble. Although Soviet military aid and advisors had 
poured into the country after the coup and Taraki had begun to institute 
major land reform and social reform programs in the rural areas of 
Afghanistan, he had incurred the wrath of the Islamic religious leaders as 
well as tribal leaders who resisted Kabul's efforts to extend its control to 
their areas. While the rebels were divided among themselves, the heavy­
handed actions of the central government which included the physical 
mistreatment of Muslim Mullahs and the indiscriminate bombing of rebel ­
areas helped expand the opposition to Taraki's regime, and the rebels 
were also aided by the defection of a number of Afghani soldiers and 
army officers as well. By June 1979 fighting was raging in more than 
three-quarters of Afghanistan's provinces, and an attack had been made in 
Kabul itself against the government 

The conflict in Afghanistan posed a major threat to Soviet prestige. 
Having signed a Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation with the Taraki 
regime, and having hailed the Afghani leader as a fellow revolutionary, 129 

Brezhnev felt obligated to aid the new Afghani government -- particulary 
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since it shared a long border with the USSR. Consequently, as the Taraki 
regime began to lose control, the USSR expanded its military aid, sending 
helicopters and helicopter gun-ships to assist the Afghani government in 
fighting the rebels in Afghanistan's mountain regions, and there were a 
number of reports of Soviet involvement in military actions. 130 

In addition to stepping up its military aid to Kabul, Moscow also 
moved on the diplomatic front to try to curb the Afghani rebels' use of 
sanctuaries in neighboring countries. Pakistan, the main rebel base, was 
singled out for Soviet censure, possibly because Pakistan was in a 
difficult position because of its conflict with the United States over the 
independent Pakistani nuclear development program which had caused a 
sharp deterioration in Pakistani-American relations. Iran also came in for 
Soviet censure (Afghanistan was to cause a major rift in Moscow's 
relations with the new Iranian regime), and the USSR also accused China, 
Egypt and the United States of aiding the rebels. Indeed, Pravda openly 
accused the CIA of involvement in the rebellion, 13 1 a charge that was 
termed "slanderous and baseless" by the United States. 132 

Neither Soviet charges of outside intervention nor the military aid 
which the USSR had thus far extended, however, managed to stem the 
tide which appeared to be flowing against the Tarak i regime by June 1st 
The Soviet leadership then stepped up its diplomatic efforts to protect 
Taraki by issuing a formal warning in Pravda which stated: 

The USSR cannot remain indifferent to the violations of the 
sovereignty of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, the 
incursions into its territory from Pakistan, and the attempt to 
create a crisis situation in that area ... What is in question is 
virtual aggression aoainst a state with which the USSR has a 

. 133"" 
common f rontier. 

Moscow followed up this warning by increasing still further its 
military involvement in Afghanistan, thereby disregarding a series of 
American statements opposing the heightened Soviet military commitment 
Thus in a speech on August 2nd, Brzezinski, citing "prudent" American 
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restraint during the Iranian cnSIS, said "We expect others similarly to 
abstain from intervention and from efforts to impose alien doctrines on 
deeply religious and nationally conscious peoples.',134 Brzezinski's 

warning, however, was taken no more seriously by the Russians than 
Carter's plaintive hope of January 1978 that the Russians and Cubans 
would not get more heavily involved in Ethiopia, or Carter's appeal to 
Brezhnev about Afghanistan during the summit Indeed, several days after 
Brzezinski's statement, Soviet forces helped put down an attempted coup 
in Kabul. 135 and the buildup of Soviet military advisors and military 

equipment increased, although the rebels continued to score victories 
against the highly unpopular Taraki regime, and against Taraki's successor, 
Hafiz Amin, who overthrew Taraki in mid-September. 

If Moscow disregarded American warnings about Afghanistan, it 
acted similarly during the imbroglio over the "Soviet Brigade" in Cuba 
When Carter proclaimed that the U.S. found the "status quo of the 
Soviet brigade in Cuba unacceptable" -- despite the fact that the brigade 
did not violate the Khruschev-Kennedy understanding of 1962 -- the 
American President soon had to back down when the USSR stood firm, 
thus, in effect. accepting the status quo that he previously said he had 
found "unacceptable." The end result was that the Soviet brigade in Cuba 
stayed in place (although Carter promised it would be watched closely and 
a new U.S. Carribean Joint Task Force would be created) and Carter 
pressed ahead to get the SALT agreement ratified -- despite a series of 

136 
personal attacks on Carter in the Soviet press over the brigade issue.
Indeed, Moscow may have seen this as yet another example of Carter's 
weakness and vacillation, and Pravda on October 3rd noted that Carter in 
his speech announcing the end of the crisis "was forced to admit in his 
speech that the presence of Soviet military personnel at military training 
centers in Cuba is certainly no reason to return to the cold war." The 
Pravda article also cited Carter's pleas to the Senate to ratify SALT II. 

Almost as damaging to the credibility of the Administration during 
the summer of 1979 was the "Andrew Young affair," where the American 
u.N. Ambassador first said he had met accidentally with the PLO 
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representative to the U.N.. then admitted it had been a planned meeting. 
then resigned, and then stated that the State Department knew all along 
about the planned nature of the meeting. even though it violated both U.S. 
policy and a clear commitment to Israel. In watching the handling of the 
affair by the Carter Administration. Moscow may well have concluded that 
Carter's Administration was not only a vacillating one. but that the 

. Id not contro IS chi assistants..President cou I hi ref , 37 

If the Soviet "Cuban Brigade" and Andrew Young affairs might have 
raised questions about Carter's competence in Moscow. there was no 
such questioning of the competence of the American farmer, as Soviet 
orders for American grain spiralled because of another poor harvest in 
the USSR to 25 million tons by early October. The USSR also continued 
to hope for the lifting of trade restrictions. and Carter's decision to 
appoint former IBM Chairman Thomas Watson, an advocate of increased 
trade with the USSR, instead of a professional diplomat as Ambassador 
to Moscow, may have signalled to the Russians that the U.S. President 
was also genuinely interested in an increase in trade. Nonetheless. 
Congress seemed unwilling to grant Moscow Most Favored Nation Status, 
a development that must have been galling to the USSR since China 
seemed well on its way to achieving just such a status. 

If Moscow was unhappy over the lack of Congressional action on 
trade, it was even more unhappy with Congressional opposition to the 
SAL T II treaty. Indeed. after the treaty was signed. Soviet leaders warned 
the Senate against any changes.' 38 and visits by Senate Majority leader 
Robert Byrd and Senators Joseph Biden and Richard Lugar did little to 
change the official Soviet attitude. Meanwhile. Moscow could not have 

been too pleased with President Carter either for the actions he had 
begun to take in the area of strategic weaponry. Gone were the days of 
unilateral concessions over the B- 1 bomber and neutron bomb. Indeed. 
Carter decided. in an action that was clearly within the letter of the SALT 
II agreement -- although Russia said it was against the spirit of the 
agreement -- to push ahead with the mobile MX ICBM which was seen 
as a hedge against any Soviet first strike against the increasingly 
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vulnerable U.S. land-based ICBM force. In addition, Carter announced his 
agreement to a 5% increase in overall defense spending (hitherto he had 
wanted only a 3'-0 increase). The USSR attacked both actions as a pay­

139
off to the hawks to get SALT II approved by the Senate. The 
development that seemed to anger Moscow the most. however, was 
Carter's efforts to get NATO to agree to deploy in Western Europe U.S. 
medium range ballistic missiles (Pershing lis) and ground-launched cruise 
missiles that had the capability of hitting the USSR. Despite the fact that 
the United States argued that the deployment of the missiles was a 
counter of the Soviet deployment of the SS-20 mobile missile and 
back fire bomber, Moscow undertook a major propaganda campaign, 
similar to its anti-neutron bomb campaign two years earlier, to try to 
dissuade the Europeans from allowing the missiles to be deployed on 
their soil. This time, however, the campaign had a carrot and stick 
quality. On the one hand, Brezhnev, in a major speech in East Germany in 
early October, offered to reduce the number of Soviet medium range 
nuclear weapons -- if the Europeans refused to go along with the 
deployment of the U.S. missiles. To sweeten his offer somewhat. 140 

Brezhnev announced the unilateral withdrawal of 1,000 Soviet tanks and 
20,000 troops over the next year from East Europe back to the USSR. 
On the other hand, Gromyko, in a press conference in Bonn, warned the 
West Europeans that if they deployed the new weapons in Europe, there 
would be no negotiations on reducing the level of nuclear weapons in 

Europe and he then warned West Germanx that the missile deployment
1

would harm Soviet-West German relations. 1 

Pravda went even futher as on December 12th when, on the eve 
of the NATO decision, it warned, in an obvious effort to drive a wedge 
between Western Europe and the United States, that "Western Europe is 

being assigned the role of lightning rod, which is supposed to accept a 
(nuclear) strike, thus averting it from America itself." 

Nonetheless, the Soviet campaign proved ineffective and NATO 
voted to accept the deployment of the new weapons, although the NATO 
communique also called for negotiations on mutual arms reductions with 
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Moscow. Moscow. however. initially rejected the offer. and branded the 
move. together with the other military actions taken by Carter. as an 

hi ·1· . . h USSR 142attempt to ac reve rm ltarv supenonty over t e . 

While the American success in gaining the agreement of its NATO 
allies for the deployment of the nuclear-tipped Pershing and cruise 
missiles may have been seen by Moscow as an example of successful 
leadership by the Carter Administration (Pravda called it "armtwisting"). 143 

the U.S. government's handling of the Iranian hostage situation may have 
been seen in a very different light Indeed. the Administration's reluctance 
to impose economic. let alone military. sanctions at a time when the 
United States was being humiliated on a daily basis by street mobs 
parading w ith the sign "America can't do anything" may well have struck 
the Soviet leadership as a sign of weakness. particularly since President 
Carter emphasized so strongly that the lives of the hostages were the 
primary American concern. Indeed. the hostage situation weakened still 
further the position of the United States in the Middle East as many 
nations in the region began to openly wonder how likely it was that the 
United States would come to their aid if it could not even defend its 
own interests. Meanwhile. the Soviet leadership. up until the invasion of 
Afghanistan, seemed to be playing a double role in the hostage crisis. On 
the one hand it publicly deplored the taking of the diplomatic hostages (its 
own diplomats could one day find themselves in a similar situation) and 
voted in the UN. Security Council on December 4th to call on Iran to 
release the hostages. On the other hand, however, a Soviet radio 
broadcast to Iran in Persian by the regular Pers ian language commentator, 
Vera Lebedeva. at the beginning of the crisis called the action by the 
Iranian students "totally understandable and logical" -- a clear signal of 
Soviet support 144 In addition, Soviet press reporting on the crisis 

situation became increasingly favorable to Iran as the USSR saw the 
opportunity to obtain influence with the Khomeini regime. Consequently 
Moscow rejected American complaints about Soviet broadcasts to Iran 
while deploring U.S. military buildup in the Indian Ocean which had been 
precipitated by the hostage taking. Indeed. an Izvestia article one day 
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after the UN. vote went so far as to accuse the United States of trying 
to blackmail Iran: 

Instead of setting an example of restraint. responsibility . and 
composure in the present circumstances. redoubling efforts to 
seek a reasonable way out of this situation and not letting 
emotions take the upper hand. certain circles in the US. are 
leaning more and more toward the use of force. They claim 
that this is a response to the holding as hostages of US. 
embassy personnel in Teheran. which is contrary to the norms 
of international law. To be sure. the seizure of the American 
Embassy in and of itself does not conform to the international 
convention concerning respect for diplomatic privileges and 
immunity. However. one cannot pull th is act out of- the overall 
context of American-Iranian relations and forget about the 
actions of the U.S. toward Iran. which are in no way consonant 
with the norms of law and morality.' 45 

Ironically. of course. the United States had been very patient with 
the Iranians. even to the point of weakness (the U.S. did not even intern 
Iranian diplomats in the United States). despite the fact that Iranian leader 
Ayatollah Khomeini not only rejected the UN. Security Council resolution 
and the World Court decision which similarly called upon Iran to release 
the hostages. but also refused to meet with U.N. Secretary General Kurt 
Waldheim during his visit to Iran to seek a diplomatic solution to the 
crisis. In sum. one can see the Iranian situation as yet another case of a 
Third World crisis area which Moscow sought to exploit for its own 
benefit rather than cooperate with the U.S. as Carter had so fervently 

hoped. 

Whether or not the Carter Administration's lack of firmness in 

handling the Iranian crisis was a factor in the Soviet decision to proceed 
with a massive invasion of Afghanistan in late December is only a matter 
of conjecture. Nonetheless. it must have struck the Kremlin leaders that 
if the U.S. was unwilling to intervene in Iran where it had major interests. 
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it was very unlikely to take action in Afghanistan where American 
interests were almost nonexistent 

Meanwhile, as Soviet-American relations began to chill in the latter 
part of 1979, Sino-American relations improved further. The 
improvement was highlighted by the visit of V ice-President Walter 
Mondale to Beijing in August On Chinese TV, Mondale told the Chinese 
that a "strong and secure and modernizing China was in the American 
interest" Soon afterwards, Hua Guo Feng visited West Germany, Britain 
and Italy, as the Chinese leader sought to strengthen anti-Soviet policies 
in each country (China strongly supported Carter's policy of putting cruise 
missiles in Europe to counter the SS-20s) wh ile also searching for 
mil itary and economic _assistance. Hua's quest for military aid was 
successful in London as the Thatcher government agreed to sell the 
Harrier VTOL jets China had long been interested in, and the Chinese 
leader signed a number of economic agreements in Germany and Italy as

146 
we 11 . 

As Sino-American and Sino-West European ties were improving, 
Sino-Soviet relations continued to stagnate. Despite the opening of 
formal talks on September 23rd, the p'rofaganda battle between the two 
countries continued at a high level,14 with Deng publicly taking a 
negative outlook towards the talks.148 In this atmosphere it is not 

surprising that the talks made little apparent progress, although Moscow 
sought to gain Chinese acceptance of what it termed a "Declaration of 
Basic Principles of Relations Between the USSR and the PRC." 149 

At this point one might ask if Moscow, with its diplomatic and 
military position in Asia now strengthened, and with a military relationship 
between the United States and China not yet consumated, could have 
made a gesture to relieve some of the tension in the Sino-Soviet 
relationship by making a limited withdrawal of some of its forces from 
the Sino-Soviet border, something that Brezhnev's successor, Mikhail 
Gorbachev, was to offer to do seven years later. Moscow was to opt 
for the opposite policy, however, and three weeks after the end of the 
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Moscow round of the Sino-Soviet talks. the USSR invaded Afghanistan, 
thus placing Soviet troops along yet another border with the PRC, albeit a 
small one. China responded by not only denouncing the Soviet move but 
also by terminating its talks with the USSR. 

If the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan was to cause yet another 
deterioration in Sino-Soviet relations, its effect on Soviet-American 
relations was to be far more serious. Following the invasion. an event 
which seemed to finally convince Carter of the basically aggressive nature 
of Soviet foreign policy, the American Pres ident announced the 
withdrawal of the SALT II treaty from Senate consideration. imposed a 
partial grain embargo and a high technology export ban on the USSR, and 
cancelled U.S. participation in the Moscow Olympics (an action that was 
soon backed by Beijing which also boycotted the Olympics). At the same 
time. the U.S. Academy of Sciences announced a suspension of scientific 
exchanges with the USSR. In addition. the U.S. stepped up its search for 
Middle East bases for its newly-created deployment force and sought to 
arrange an anti-Soviet alliance of Muslim states in the Middle East, as 
Carter. in his State of the Union address, declared: 

Let our position be absolutely clear: Any attempt by any 
outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf region will 
be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United 
States of America and such an assault w ill be repelled by any 

. I dl 'f' f 150means necessary, Inc u ,"g military orce. 

In retrospect it seems clear that the Soviets made a massive 
miscalculation of the American reaction when they invaded Afghanistan. 
Perhaps. as mentioned above, seeing the minimal U.S. reaction in Iran 
when the Shah fell and American hostages were seized. it calculated the 
U.S. would not react strongly in Afghanistan where its interests were far 
smaller. Nonetheless. given Carter's preoccupation with both the Middle 
East and the energy crisis, Moscow's analysts were clearly off the mark 
if they assumed that a move into Afghanistan which involved both of 
Carter's preoccupations, would not evoke a major reaction. While 
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Carter's statement. that as a result of the invasion his opinion of the 

USSR had changed more drastically in one week than in the previous 
three years . has been frequently quoted. his description of the impact of 
the invasion in his memoirs is far more significant 

The brutality of this act was bad enough. but the threat of 
this Soviet invasion to the rest of the region was very clear 
-- and had grim consequences. A successful take-over of 
A fghanistan would give the Soviets a deep penetration between 
Iran and Pakistan. and pose a threat to the rich oil fields of 

the Persian Gulf area and to the crucial waterways thr~~h 

which so much of the world's energy supplies had to pass. 

Given this perspective. the array of sanctions wh ich Carter 
instituted should have been expected, along with his endorsement of a 
new and more aggressive strateffic doctrine which became embodied in 
Presidential Directive 59 (PO-59). 2 

Moscow seemed taken aback at the U.S. reaction to the invasion, 
with Brezhnev. as might be expected, condemning the U.S. sanctions: 

As a result of the Carter Administration's actions. the entire 
world increasingly is forming the impression of the United 
States as a completely unreliable partner in inter state relations. 
as a state whose leadership. prompted by some whim. caprice 
or emotional outburst or by considerations of narrowly 
conceived immediate advantage. is capable at any moment of 
violating international treaties and agreements. There is hardly 
any need to explain what a dangerous destabilizing impact this 
has on the entire international situation. particularly when it is 
the leadership of a large influential power from which peoRles 
have a right to expect a considered and responsible policy. 53 

It is possible. of course. that even after the invasion the Soviet 
leadership may have felt that the vacillating Carter Administration would 
again move to seek improved relations with the USSR and try to get the 
SALT agreement ratified. If so. they were mistaken. and relations soon 

53
 



plummeted almost to tha : level of the Cold War. Under these 
circumstances, the United States moved to strengthen its alliances against 
the USSR, and the PRC was a logical candidate for improved relations. 
Thus in early January 1980, it was revealed that Carter had decided to 
give China access to the Landsat photo-reconnaisance satellite which the 
U.S. was soon to launch. 154 The agreement. which had clear military 
implications, was signed when Carter's science advisor Frank Press arrived 
in Beijing for a four-day visit on January 24th. 155 

The overall Administration position on selling military weaponry to 
China had changed as a result of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan -­
despite the opposition of Secretary of State Vance who was soon to 
resign over the abortive American hostage rescue mission in Iran. The 
change in policy first became clear when U.S. Secretary of Defense 
Brown visited Beijing in early January. Brown told the Chinese that the 
United States and China "should coordinate their policies in the face of 
the threat from the Soviet Union:' and he also soU~ht to coordinate 

1
policy toward aid to Pakistan following the invasion. 6 The Chinese 
Defense Ministry's director of foreign affairs, Chai Chengwen, responded 

by a call for "expandin% contacts between military personnel of the 
United States and China."1 7 At the end of his visit Brown indicated that 
the United States would be "receptive" to future Chinese requests to buy 
high technology equipment like computers that could have a militar~ 

application, although he ruled out any direct U.S. sale of arms to China 15 

(The Chinese reportedly had expressed interest in the F-15 fighter, the 
C-130 transport plane, militar~ helicopters and a variety of advanced 

15 
electronic and radar systems. ) Nonetheless, the agreement to sell the 
so-called dual-use technology opened the door to sales of military 
equipment and it was not long before such sales were seriously 
considered. Indeed, when Chinese Vice Premier Geng Biao, Vice Premier 
and Secretary General of the CCP's military commission visited the United 
States on May 30th, the U.S. reportedly approved export licenses to 
China of such items as tactical air defense radar sets, transport 
helicopters and planes and "passive countermeasure devices" to confuse 
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attacking aircraft' 60 As Sino-American military ties grew closer, so too 

did their economic ties as Congress, on January 24, 1980, voted 
. d . . Chi , 6' doverwhelmingly to grant "Most Favore Nation' status to Ina, an a 

.' ifi k I '62plethora 0 f scient: IC exchanges soon too pace. 

As these developments occurred, there was little the USSR, which 
was also worried about growing unrest in Poland, could do other than 
complain bitterly about the growing military ties between China and the 
United States, along with the push for higher military spending in Japan, 
another development caused by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. While 
Moscow tried, alternatively, to show that Washington was manipulating 
Beijing and Be~ing was manipulating Washington, this policy did not meet 

1
with success. 3 Moscow also seemed to show its dissatisfaction with 
the further consolidation of power by Deng in September 1980, with 
Pravda on September 14th noting: 

The anti-Soviet statements that were heard at the (3rd) 

session of the National People's Congress showed that Maoist 
foreign policy remains unchanged. Deng Hsiao-Ping was the 
instigator of Chinese aggression against Vietnam and the 
"architect" of Peking's "bridge" to the U.S. He and his 
supporters are credited with the idea of creating an anti­
Soviet alliance between China on the one hand and U.S. 
.Imperia Ism . I' and world reactionr eacti on the other. ' 64 

While Moscow was able to do little to prevent the consolidation 
of Sino-American ties -- and the visit of U.S. Undersecretary of Defense 
William Perry to China in September 1980 further underscored the 
strengthening of Sino-American military relations,' 65 it did move both 

militarily and diplomatically to strengthen its Asian position. In addition to 
continuing its own military buildup and sending large amounts of arms to 
Vietnam which was fighting major battles against Cambodian guerrillas 
even as Moscow was fighting Afghan guerrillas, Moscow moved to 
strengthen its ties with India, a country the USSR had long hoped would 
serve as a counterweight to China in Asia Fortunately for Moscow, soon 
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after the invasion of Afghanistan. Indira Ghandi returned to power in India 
and she quickly demonstrated that she was far more concerned with 
American and Chinese plans to militarily aid Pakistan. and U.S. military 
assistance to China. than by the Soviet invasion. Moscow took full 
advantage of Ghandi's proclivities and sold India a number of sophisticated 
aircraft while obtaining Indian recognition of the Vietnamese-dominated 
puppet regime in Cambodia 166 India was also the scene of a Brezhnev 
visit in December 1980. when Moscow agreed to sell New Delhi ' 
additional oil to make up for the oil lost because of the outbreak of the 
Iran-Iraq war. and the .two countries also called for the ouster of the 
United States from its Indian Ocean base on Diego Garcia and the return 

1 7
of the island to Mauritius. 6 

One month later. the Carter Administration came to an end. Yet 
even at the very last minute Moscow, which might have been more 
careful with a new administration coming to power, nonetheless chose 
once again to play zero-sum game politics in the Third World as it 
deliberately sought to sabotage the pending release of American hostages 
in Iran by spreading disinformation that the United States was about to 
launch a military attack on Iran. 168 It also brushed aside American 
complaints that the Soviet actions were harming the hostage

169 
negotiations. The Soviet ploy failed. however. and Moscow was soon 
confronted with Ronald Reagan who was to cause Moscow far more 
problems than Jimmy Carter. In any case the advent of the Reagan 
Administration provides a useful point of departure for analyzing Soviet 
policy toward the United States during the Carter Administration 

CONCLUSIONS 

In looking at the four years of Soviet-American relations during 
the Carter Presidency. there is no question but that a major 
transformation took place. At the time of Carter's inauguration. Moscow 
was giving a number of signals that it was actively interested in improving 
economic relations. working out a Middle East settlement. and achieving a 
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SALT agreement At the time of Carter's departure from office, the 
Soviet leadership was seeking to sabotage the hostage negotiations in 
Iran, and thereby to prolong the agony that Carter and many other 
Americans were feeling over the hostage crisis. For his part, Carter 
moved from a position of seeking to withdraw American troops from 
Korea, cut defense spending, reduce strategic armaments, and refrain 
from too close a relationship with China lest Moscow be offended, to 
one of deploying the MX missile, significantly increasing defense spending, 
and strengthening the U.S. strategic position in Europe, while also 
imposing a series of economic sanctions against the USSR and 
dramatically improving relations with and selling arms to China What 
accounts for these major changes? Some observers, like Raymond 
Garthoff, have argued that it was 'due to Carter's overreaction to Soviet 
activities in the Third World and his coming too much under the influence 
of Zbigniew Brzezinski who had far more of a confrontational approach 
to the USSR than other members of the Carter Administration. There is, 
however, another explanation, and in my view one that is closer to the 
mark . Jimmy Carter is a deeply religious man, genuinely committed to 
human rights and with a vision of a world where the two superpowers 
would cooperate to improve the human condition. As Arkady Shevchenko 
noted in his book, "Gromyko perceived that Carter was painfully naive 
about the USSR . . . Carter appeared to believe that one could work with 
the Soviet regime as an honest partner, as one would with a Western 
democracy." 17 Indeed, one major conclusion that can be drawn from 
examining Soviet policy toward the United States in the 1977-1981 
period of Carter's Presidency is that Moscow both sensed and exploited 
Carter's highly optimistic view of the world, his oft-stated hope for 
improved Soviet-American relations, and most especially, his desire for a 
SALT agreement, to pursue policies inimical to American values and global 
interests, with little fear of American counteractions. Thus Moscow 
actively pursued its anti-dissident campaigns in 1977 and 1978, 
intervened decisively in the Ethiopian-Somali war, increased its military 
involvement in Afghanistan, openly encouraged anti-American feelings in 
Iran, and joined the opposition to the American-mediated Egyptian-Israeli 

57
 



peace agreement. in the face of both warnings from the United States 
and. on occasion, rather plaintive hopes for cooperative Soviet activity, 
particularly in Third World crisis areas. Ironically. the only significaf)t 
American reactions to Soviet activity before 1980 came in places like 
Zaire and North Yemen where the Soviet participation in the crisis was 
very limited. 

Contributing to this Soviet image of the Carter Administration were 
Carter's unilateral gestures in the first fifteen months of his Administration 
which Moscow may have seen as aimed at gaining Soviet good will. 
These included his decision not to produce the B- 1 bomber. a decision 
which obviated the necessity for Moscow to make a matching 
concession. despite Brezhnev's openly professed willingness to do so. 
Secondly. there was the Administration's decision to invite Moscow to 
help solve the Arab-Israeli conflict, thereby enabling Moscow to leave the 
Middle East sidelines. Finally . there was Carter's initial decision not to 
produce and deploy the neutron bomb. a weapon very much feared by 
the USSR which had waged a major propaganda campaign against it 

While these unilateral gestures diminished after June 1978. they 
were still a part of American policy. as evidenced at the V ienna summit 
by the American w illingness to resume the naval limitation talks in the 
Indian Ocean. despite the continued presence in Ethiopia of large numbers 
of Cuban troops. and the strategic disadvantage any such limitation would 
cause for the United States, and the Administration's public commitment 
to eliminate the trade restrictions enacted by Congress against the Soviet 
Union. By contrast, the only significant Soviet concession during the 
Carter Presidency was Moscow's willingness to allow Jews to emigrate 
from the USSR in record numbers. and this may have been a ploy to 
improve the chances of the U.S. Senate ratifying the SALT agreement 

Another conclusion that can be drawn is that Moscow had an 
image of the Carter Administration as one that had a tendency to vacillate 
on key issues. Thus Carter initially gave strong backing for Soviet 
dissidents, but then backed off; in 1978 he promised the modernization 
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of America's nuclear arsenal one month, but then cancelled production of 
the neutron bomb the next; then he placed trade restrictions on Moscow, 
but several months later relaxed them; in 1979 he claimed that the status 
quo of Soviet troops in Cuba was "unacceptable" one month, but 
accepted it the next -- all of this was part of the vacillation seen by 
Moscow. Moscow seemed to profit from this vacillation and may well 
have sensed that whatever the initial American position, it ultimately might 
swing back to one more favorable to the USSR. Indeed, by standing firm 
and occasionally issuing some warnings of its own, Moscow, in a number 
of cases seemed to be able to produce American concessions. Thus, in 
the case of the dissident campaign of 1977, Moscow warned Carter that 
a continuation of his active support for the Soviet dissidents would result 
in damage to the SALT talks and Carter ultimately backed down from his 
public stance. Then, in rejecting Carter's initial SALT proposals, Moscow 
complained of American efforts at gaining "unilateral advantage" and soon 
after came Carter's decision not to produce the B-1 . Similarly, Moscow's 
anti-neutron bomb campaign was rewarded by Carter's decision not to 
produce the weapon, nor to seek a Soviet quid-pro-quo for deferring its 

production. In sum, particularly in the first half of the Administration, 
Moscow may well have felt it could pressure Carter into concessions. 

If in fact. this was Moscow's early tactic, it appeared somewhat 
less effective in the second part of the Administration. Thus Carter 
played the "China card," despite Soviet warnings (although the 
Administration seemed to be somewhat defensive in doing so). In addition 
Carter decided to produce the MX missile and also gained the acceptance 
of NATO for the stationing of nuclear-tipped Pershing and cruise missiles 
in Western Europe. Nonetheless, if Carter proved less susceptible to 
Soviet pressure in the latter stages of his Administration, the 
Administration itself remained divided over how to react to Soviet policy 
with Brzezinski favoring a harder line and Vance (and Marshall Shulman) a 
softer one, and Carter appeared to "ping-pong" between the two 
viewpoints, a development which appeared to underline the 

Administration's vacillation. This was evident not only in the public debate 
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within the Administration over the handling of the Soviet intervention in 
the Horn of Africa and in Carter's Annapolis speech. but also in the 
Administration's approach to China 

In sum. therefore. in the period before the invasion of Afghanistan 
the Soviet image of the Carter Administration's foreign policy would 
appear. to be one of a weak and vacillating Administration. whose leader ­
seemed so intent on improving relations with the USSR and obtaining a 
SALT agreement. that the USSR could do as it saw fit. particularly in the 
Third World. w ith relatively little concern for a major American response 
other than verbal protests. To what degree this perception may have 
played a role in the Soviet decision to invade Afghanistan in late 
December 1979 is impossible to determine. What is clear. however. is 
that such an image of the Carter Administration would do little to deter 
such a Soviet move. and Moscow may have felt that whatever the initial 
American reaction to the move. it would ultimately vacillate back to again 
seeking cooperation with the USSR: 

Yet this turned out to be a major miscalculation. The sanctions 
imposed by Carter after the invasion remained in place during the 
remaining year of his term. and the U.S. adopted a tougher strategic 
arms policy (PD-59) while moving rapidly to improve relations with China 
SALT II was shelved. Carter proclaimed U.S. willingness to militarily defend 
the Persian Gulf and any thought of including Moscow in an overall 
Middle East peace settlement was dropped. By invading Afghanistan, 
Moscow came into direct confrontation with three of the basic interests 
of Carter: human rights, energy and the Middle East As the President 
who had loudly proclaimed his regard for human rights. who had called 
the energy crisis "the moral equivalent of war" and who had negotiated 
the first Arab-Israeli peace agreement in history. Carter was deeply 
angered by the invasion which not only deprived the Afghan people of 
their human rights (as seen by Carter), but also threatened the oil fields 
of the Persian Gulf and the entire Middle East The White House 
watchers in the Kremlin clearly miscalculated his response to the invasion. 
probably the most serious miscalculation of an American President's 
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reaction since the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. 

In sum, therefore, the period of the Carter Administration may be 
seen as one in which Moscow, after initially adjusting to Carter, felt it 
could pressure the naive and rather idealistic -- if vacillating -- President 
into concessions only to discover that by invading Afghanistan it -had 
pushed him much too far with the result that Moscow faced not only a 
far worse relationship with the United States than in 1977, but a 
weakened strategic situation in the world because of the new Sino­
American relationship. 
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