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Introduction
Throughout the twentieth century, the foreign policy of the Soviet Union shaped not
only the destinies of its own people, but the very contours of the global order.
Emerging from the revolutionary tumult of 1917, the Soviet state became a central
protagonist in the greatest geopolitical rivalry of modern times: the Cold War. Rooted
in a blend of ideological conviction and pragmatic calculation, Soviet diplomacy
reflected ongoing struggles between universalist aspirations and the hard calculus of
national interest. This book takes the reader behind the scenes of that riveting history,
exploring the decisions, debates, and dramas that defined Soviet engagement with
the world from its revolutionary birth to its collapse.

At the heart of this book is a simple conviction: understanding how the Soviet Union
navigated crisis and competition is essential not merely for students of history, but for
anyone grappling with the legacy of the modern world. Drawing extensively on
archival documents, diplomatic correspondence, and contemporary testimonies, we
aim to reconstruct the complex mechanisms of Soviet foreign policy decision-making.
By highlighting key case studies—including Berlin, Cuba, détente, and
Afghanistan—this volume seeks to illuminate the interplay of ideas, individuals, and
institutions that drove Soviet choices in moments of global peril.

The chapters that follow chart the evolution of Soviet strategy in a world defined by
shifting alliances, technological revolutions, and existential threats. We examine the
early tactical flexibility of Lenin and his successors as they struggled for survival in a
hostile world, before turning to Stalin’s masterful blend of ruthlessness and realpolitik
during World War II. The postwar era brought fresh opportunities and challenges as
the USSR consolidated an empire in Eastern Europe, faced off against the United
States in high-stakes standoffs, and sought to expand its influence in the decolonizing
"Third World."

Yet the history of Soviet foreign policy is not simply the record of confrontations
between superpowers. It is also a story of debate and dissent within the halls of
Kremlin power, of ideological confidence and creeping doubt, and of the ever-present
dilemma between coercion and compromise. The decisions made by Moscow’s leaders
were not predetermined, nor were they the inevitable outcome of ideology alone.
Instead, they grew from fierce internal argument, calculations of global risk, and the
pressures of a rapidly changing international environment.

In the final years of the Cold War, the rise of Mikhail Gorbachev and the extraordinary
crisis of Soviet power brought about a profound shift—not only in policy, but in the
very premises upon which it was built. The "new political thinking" championed by
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Gorbachev reimagined the relationship between the Soviet state and the world,
ushering in the end of Cold War confrontation and, ultimately, the dissolution of the
Soviet Union itself. The legacies of these changes continue to be felt today.

It is our hope that this book will deepen the reader’s understanding of Soviet foreign
policy as a dynamic process, full of contradiction, ambition, fear, and hope. By tracing
the path from revolutionary beginnings to imperial collapse, we offer a window into a
world where crises frequently demanded bold choices, where negotiation could avert
disaster, and where ideology and strategy were perpetually intertwined.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: The Revolutionary Origins: Lenin and
the Birth of Soviet Foreign Policy (1917-1924)
The year 1917 exploded across Russia in a tempest of revolution, forever altering the
geopolitical landscape and giving birth to a new kind of state – one driven by a
universalist ideology yet grounded in the harsh realities of national survival. When the
Bolsheviks, led by Vladimir Lenin, seized power in October, they inherited a nation
ravaged by war and internal strife, but also one imbued with a fervent belief in the
imminent global socialist revolution. This heady mix of utopian aspiration and
immediate peril defined the earliest years of Soviet foreign policy, setting a precedent
for the often contradictory impulses that would characterize Moscow's dealings with
the world for decades to come.

Lenin and his comrades were, first and foremost, internationalists. Their theoretical
framework, Marxism, posited a world divided by class struggle, with national borders
serving as artificial constructs designed to uphold capitalist exploitation. Therefore,
the long-term goal of the new Soviet state was nothing less than the overthrow of
capitalism worldwide and the establishment of a global socialist commonwealth. This
was not merely a rhetorical flourish; it was a deeply held conviction that informed
every decision, every diplomatic overture, and every pronouncement from the nascent
Soviet government. The very existence of a socialist state, they believed, would ignite
similar revolutions across Europe, particularly in industrialized nations like Germany,
where the conditions for proletarian uprising seemed ripe.

However, revolutionary idealism quickly collided with the stark realities of power. The
Bolsheviks found themselves isolated, surrounded by hostile capitalist states eager to
crush the "red menace" before it could spread. The immediate priority became sheer
survival. Russia was still entangled in World War I, a conflict that had decimated its
army and exhausted its population. Lenin understood that for the revolution to endure,
Russia needed peace, almost at any cost. This pragmatic necessity led to the highly
controversial Treaty of Brest-Litovsk in March 1918.

This treaty, signed with the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, Ottoman
Empire, and Bulgaria), was a brutal lesson in realpolitik. Russia ceded vast territories,
including Poland, Finland, the Baltic states, and Ukraine, and paid significant
indemnities. To many Bolsheviks, this was a humiliating capitulation, a betrayal of
revolutionary principles. Leon Trotsky, then People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs,
famously advocated a policy of "neither war nor peace," refusing to sign the German
demands but also refusing to continue fighting. Lenin, however, recognized the dire
military weakness of the Soviet state. He argued that sacrificing territory was a
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necessary evil to preserve the revolution at home. "The salvation of the revolution," he
declared, "can only be secured along the path of peace."

The Brest-Litovsk treaty, though short-lived due to Germany's defeat in the wider war,
demonstrated a crucial, recurring theme in Soviet foreign policy: the tension between
ideological purity and pragmatic survival. While the Bolsheviks preached global
revolution, they were prepared to make difficult, even unpalatable, compromises to
safeguard the Soviet state. This early experience ingrained a sense of vulnerability
and a deep-seated suspicion of capitalist intentions, even as it underscored the need
for flexibility in foreign relations. The nascent Soviet diplomacy was thus born in a
crucible of idealism and exigency, a blueprint for future strategic maneuvers.

Immediately following the revolution, the Bolsheviks repudiated all Tsarist debts, a
move that delighted their supporters but infuriated Western creditors, further
cementing their pariah status. They also published secret Tsarist diplomatic
correspondence, exposing the imperialistic ambitions of the European powers and
hoping to spark revolutionary fervor among the war-weary populations. This
transparency, albeit selective, was an attempt to delegitimize the existing
international order and position the Soviet state as a beacon of a new, just world.
However, it also served to alienate potential allies and solidified the perception of the
Soviet Union as a dangerous and unpredictable actor on the world stage.

The period of the Russian Civil War (1918-1922) further complicated Soviet foreign
policy. The "White" armies, composed of anti-Bolshevik forces, received significant
military and financial support from a coalition of foreign powers, including Britain,
France, the United States, and Japan. This intervention, ostensibly to support the anti-
Bolshevik cause and protect Allied interests, was seen by Moscow as a direct attempt
to crush the revolution. It fueled a pervasive sense of encirclement and reinforced the
conviction that capitalist states were inherently hostile to the Soviet project. This
experience of intervention left an indelible mark on Soviet strategic thinking, fostering
a deep-seated distrust of Western intentions that would persist throughout the Cold
War.

Despite the ongoing civil war and foreign intervention, the Soviet government began
to lay the groundwork for a more conventional foreign policy, driven by the practical
need for economic recovery and diplomatic recognition. By the early 1920s, it became
clear that the anticipated wave of global revolutions was not materializing. While
revolutionary movements flickered across Europe, they were largely suppressed,
leaving the Soviet Union as the sole socialist state. This realization forced a
recalibration of Soviet foreign policy, shifting from an immediate expectation of world
revolution to a more pragmatic pursuit of "peaceful coexistence" – a term that would
gain far greater prominence in later decades.

The need for trade and economic assistance became paramount. The Soviet economy
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was in ruins, devastated by years of war, revolution, and civil strife. Lenin recognized
that rebuilding the country required engaging with the capitalist world. This led to a
series of trade agreements with European nations, beginning with the Anglo-Soviet
Trade Agreement in 1921. These agreements, while modest, represented a significant
departure from the earlier revolutionary zeal and signaled a willingness to engage with
capitalist economies for mutual benefit. They were a testament to the fact that even a
revolutionary state could not exist in complete isolation.

A pivotal moment in this shift towards more conventional diplomacy was the Genoa
Conference of 1922. Although the conference ultimately failed to achieve broad
economic cooperation, it provided the Soviet delegation, led by Georgy Chicherin, with
a platform to engage with Western powers on equal footing. More significantly, it was
at Genoa that the Soviet Union signed the Treaty of Rapallo with Germany in April
1922. This treaty, a surprise to the other European powers, established diplomatic
relations between the two outcast nations and included provisions for economic
cooperation and the renunciation of financial claims.

The Treaty of Rapallo was a masterstroke of Soviet diplomacy, born out of shared
grievances and mutual isolation. Germany, burdened by the Treaty of Versailles and
facing its own international ostracization, found a willing partner in the Soviet Union.
For Moscow, Rapallo provided a crucial diplomatic breakthrough, breaking its isolation
and demonstrating that it could forge alliances even with capitalist states. It also
allowed for secret military cooperation between the two countries, including German
training and testing of prohibited weaponry on Soviet soil, a clandestine arrangement
that served both nations' interests in circumventing the Versailles restrictions. This
early collaboration between two ideological adversaries foreshadowed the tactical
flexibility that would become a hallmark of Soviet foreign policy.

By the time of Lenin's death in January 1924, Soviet foreign policy had undergone a
significant transformation. While the long-term goal of global revolution remained
enshrined in party doctrine, the immediate imperative was the survival and
strengthening of the Soviet state. This necessitated a pragmatic approach to
international relations, characterized by a willingness to engage with capitalist powers,
pursue trade relations, and seek diplomatic recognition. The experiences of war,
intervention, and economic hardship had tempered revolutionary ardor with a dose of
realpolitik, laying the groundwork for a foreign policy that would continually balance
ideological aspirations with the demands of national interest. The stage was set for
Stalin to inherit a state that had learned, often through painful experience, the
delicate art of Cold War diplomacy even before the Cold War had officially begun.
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