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MOSCOW’S POST-BREZHNEYV REASSESSMENT
OF THE THIRD WORLD

The end of the Brezhnev era in November 1982 oc-
casioned a reassessment by the Soviet leadership of poli-
cies in a number of areas. The chief focus has been on
the management of the economy, but evolving views on
the USSR’s relationship with the developing world have
been aired with increasing openness, suggesting that poli-
cy toward the Third World is being rethought as well.

SOVIET STATEMENTS

The RAND Corporation analyzed statements made over
the last several years in the Soviet press and policy jour-
nals regarding the USSR’s activities in the Third World.
Several themes point to a possible retrenchment from
the kind of adventurism that marked the mid- to late
1970s. If those themes had appeared only in academic
journals, their significance would have been dubious.
But because they have been reflected in speeches by high
party officials, they deserve close attention.

The first and most important theme is the pressure of
economic constraints and the need to attend to the Soviet
Union’s own economic development. A number of So-
viet spokesmen have used the formula that the USSR’s
primary influence on economic development in the
Third World lies not in direct economic assistance but
through demonstrating by example a successful socialist
economy. Consequently, according to this view, Mos-
cow can help its friends best by attending to its own
economic needs first. This point appeared in academic
circles shortly before Brezhnev’s death and was picked
up in a major way by Yurii Andropov in his June 1983
speech before the Soviet Communist Party plenum. The
theme has also been featured in talks by two influential
party secretaries and by Politburo member Gaidar Aliev.

Second, Soviet political leaders and writers are exhibiting
a greater awareness of the damaging effect of past Soviet
adventurism on U.S.-Soviet relations. Soviet spokesmen
consistently assert their right to support the world revo-
lutionary process at the same time that they seek arms
control and détente with the United States. However, a
number of academic commentators, e.g., Georgii Arba-
tov, have suggested that damaged U.S.-Soviet relations
have only made further initiatives in peripheral areas
more risky and costly. This thought seems to have
motivated Brezhnev’s 1981 proposal for a superpower

“code of conduct” in the Third World. It was also stat-
ed explicitly by Andropov.

Finally, officials in the Communist Party Central
Committee’s International Department have been point-
ing out the lack of success of Marxist-Leninist vanguard
parties in securing long-term Soviet influence in the
Third World. The vanguard parties are self-proclaimed
Marxist-Leninist ruling organs that are at least nominal-
ly committed to following Moscow’s ideological line at
home and abroad. The vanguard party idea was
developed by the USSR in the mid-1970s, and there are
now approximately 16 of these parties, most of which
were brought to power or have been kept in power with
Soviet help. By supporting Marxist-Leninist regimes, the
Soviet Union had hoped to avoid the kind of losses that
occurred during the 1960s and early 1970s when non-
communist clients such as Egypt, Indonesia, and Ghana
fell out of the Soviet orbit. However, Soviet observers
have recently come to realize that the implementation of
scientific socialism by the vanguard parties has been in
many cases no more than rhetorical. Most of the
Marxist-Leninist regimes face problems of economic
development and internal instability that would be very
costly to rectify.

(While these three lines of argument would appear to
support a more cautious approach to involvement in the
Third World, a fourth line runs counter. Following the
Sandinista victory in Nicaragua, some Soviet observers
have become more receptive to armed struggle as a
means of securing revolutionary change. This view is
held primarily by Soviet specialists on Latin America.)

SOVIET BEHAVIOR

Although Soviet statements could be read as generally
supporting a retrenchment in the Third World, an
analysis of Soviet behavior indicates that these state-
ments have not been consistently translated into policy.
For instance, the case cannot be made that the Soviets
have cut back on Third World outlays in any meaningful
way (see the table). Syria, Nicaragua, and India received
more Soviet military and economic aid in the early
1980s than they had in the preceding years. The
USSR’s economic aid has fallen seriously short of its
clients’ needs, but that was also true in the 1970s.
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Neither have the Soviets lost their propensity to take
military risks in the Third World. The Soviets did allow
Mozambique to slide into the South African sphere of
influence. However, the military and diplomatic costs of
defending Soviet interests in Mozambique would prob-
ably have been too high even for a leadership with the
risk-taking propensities of the late 1970s, considering the
proximity and military power of South Africa. The
USSR ran serious risks following the Lebanon War in
1982, when it supplied Syria with SA-5 surface-to-air
missiles and Soviet combat forces to man them. Had
the fragile peace been shattered, Israel might have at-
tacked the missile installations, and a Soviet response
could have brought on a direct confrontation with the
United States.

THE SOVIETS HAVE INCREASED MILITARY AID TO MOST
OF THEIR MAJOR THIRD-WORLD CLIENTS

Military Aid Qualitative
1981-85 vs. Improvements
Country 1975-80 in Weapons?
Cuba increase yes
Nicaragua increase yes
Syria increase yes
Iraq increase yes
PDRY! flat no
YAR? decrease no
Ethiopia decrease no
Angola increase yes
Mozambique flat no
Vietnam increase yes
North Korea flat no
India increase yes
Afghanistan increase yes

lPt:ople’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (Southern Yemen,
capital Aden)

2yemen Arab Repubtic (Northern Yemen, capital San‘a)

CONCLUSION

If the Soviets’ doctrinal reassessment of the Third World
has not been reflected noticeably in their behavior, what
is this internal discussion all about? There are two pos-
sibilities. The first is that the Soviets’ open discussion is
actually an explanation and apologia for past economic-
assistance policies. However, the issues taken up in the
reassessment go beyond economic aid. More likely, So-
viet attitudes toward the Third World are undergoing a
genuine evolution, but their implementation in policy will
be visible only in the future, particularly after the current
set of leadership changes is concluded.

What form will the policy implementation eventually
take? In some areas, the Soviets’ options will be limited.
It is difficult to imagine that they will reduce their aid to
Cuba and Vietnam, in which they have invested so
heavily; and cutting back their marginal assistance to
other countries will not save them much money. The
USSR may instead choose a path of greater caution in
exploiting future opportunities for involvement. Also,
the Soviets may become more receptive once more to
influential noncommunist Third World states at the ex-
pense of socialist-oriented countries, but this is not likely
to occur until the current leaders of the International
Department are replaced. (The head of that Depart-
ment, the ideologue Boris Ponomarev, was recently suc-
ceeded by Anatolii Dobrynin, former ambassador to the
United States.) Ultimately, any changes in policy will
depend on the attitudes toward the Third World that are
held by Mikhail Gorbachev and other high officials. In
a speech to the 27th Party Congress in February 1986,
Gorbachev deemphasized the Third World and did not
mention a single Soviet client state by name.

This research was sponsored by the Under Secretary of Defense for Policy. It was conducted within RAND’s National Defense Research Insti-
tute, International Security and Defense Policy Program. For further information, see R-3337-USDP, Moscow’s Post-Brezhnev Reassessment of
the Third World, Francis Fukuyama, The RAND Corporation, February 1986, or “Gorbachev and the Third World,” Francis Fukuyama, Foreign
Affairs 64:715-731 (Spring 1986). Dr. Fukuyama may be contacted at The RAND Corporation, 1700 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Moni-

ca, California 90406-2138, (213) 393-0411.
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