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GRIT, Gorbachev and the end of the 
Cold War* 
ALAN R. COLLINS 

Abstract. The end of the Cold War is a story that will no doubt be written and rewritten as 
historians discover evidence that casts light on presently unknown facts, and provide new 

'spins' on those already known. Indeed, it is quite likely that, like its origins, the end of the 

Cold War will have its equivalents of orthodoxy and revisionism. Of all the players in this 

story it is Mikhail Gorbachev who will take the leading role; for some the hero and for others 
the villain. The story of the Gorbachev era is a controversial one, with the answers to many 

questions in dispute. Did the West win due to 'peace through strength'? Was new thinking 
primarily driven by the need for economic recovery? Was the West too hesitant in its response 
to Soviet initiatives? For some, the end of the Cold War brought to a conclusion a tragedy in 

which the two superpowers had embarked upon defensive measures which had led each to 

believe that the other harboured malign intent; hence Robert Jervis's assertion that the 'Cold 
War may . . . have been an unavoidable tragedy rather then the result of an evil Soviet Union, 

as the orthodox school has it, or an evil United States, as most revisionists argue'.1 On this 

interpretation the Cold War was a security dilemma in which 'each side, in pursuing its own 

clearly indicated and deeply cherished principles, was only confirming the fear of the other 

that it was bent on aggression'.2 In this article the story of how this tragedy was ended will be 

told from the perspective of graduated reciprocation in tension reduction (GRIT). It will 
focus on whether Gorbachev employed such a strategy and whether it had a role in ending 
over forty years of hostility. 

What is GRIT? 

The answer to this question can be found in the 1960s writings of Charles Osgood 
and Amitai Etzioni. Osgood introduced GRIT as a process in which the two super 
powers could reverse the Cold War spiral of increasing tension by embarking upon 

conciliatory policies.3 The assumption at the heart of this process was that neither 

superpower intended any harm to the other; they just perceived the opposite to be 
true. Since their fear of one another was based on a false premise, Osgood argued, 

conciliatory policies would be able to reduce the suspicion and tension which marred 

their relationship. Such policies work in two reinforcing ways: first, they reduce the 

initiator's capability to do harm; second, they indicate a desire for better relations. 

These conciliatory policies are pursued through the implementation of unilateral 

* The author would like to thank Nicholas Wheeler and an anonymous referee for the Review of 
International Studies for their comments on earlier drafts of this paper. 

1 
Robert Jervis, 'The End of the Cold War?', Diplomatic History, 17 (Fall 1993), p. 659. 

2 Arthur Schlesinger, Jr, 'Origins of the Cold War', Foreign Affairs, 46 (Oct. 1967), p. 45. 
3 GRIT is expounded in Charles E. Osgood, An Alternative to War and Surrender (Chicago, 1962). See 

also Amitai Etzioni, The Hard Way to Peace: A New Strategy (New York, 1962). Etzioni's title 

supports Osgood's assertion that GRIT requires persistence and fortitude. 
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initiatives which depend on reciprocation for success. The difficulty with this process 
is that because the respective decision-makers perceive each other's goals and 

interests to be incompatible, a proposal which requires their state to initiate a 

conciliatory approach is unlikely to appeal. Hence Osgood's claim that, 

being unconventional in nature?and worse, being conciliatory?GRIT is open to suspicion 

abroad and resistance at home, particularly under the conditions of the Cold War mentality. 

Therefore . . . 
[t]he unilateral initiatives that give substance to Graduated Reciprocation in 

Tension-reduction must be shown to satisfy reasonable requirements of national security, 
while at the same time risking enough of it in small bits to induce reciprocation from 

opponents and thereby reduce world tension.4 

Osgood therefore emphasized that while inducing reciprocation, and thereby seeking 
to overcome the other state's suspicions, the initiator also had to maintain its 

security in case the other state took advantage of its initiative. In prisoners' dilemma 

terminology, the initiator must guard against defection and thereby avoid being 
made the 'sucker'. 

For GRIT to succeed, persistence and fortitude is required of the initiating state. 

According to Osgood, the acronym is appropriate because it suggests the type of 

national determination required in order to implement the strategy. The essence of 

the GRIT strategy is that the initiator needs to undertake a number of explicit, 
unilateral steps to indicate a willingness to reduce tension. If these are not 

immediately reciprocated, then the initiator will continue to take conciliatory steps 
in other areas of the relationship and explicitly encourage the other state to respond 
in kind. Osgood suggests that in order to pre-empt the cry of 'trickery', one of the 

first steps might be a fairly dramatic initiative. The need for persistence is empha 
sized most acutely by Osgood's insistence that conciliatory moves should continue 

even in the event of tension rising in other areas of the relationship. However, he is 

aware of the need to maintain security and he advocates retaining a nuclear 

capability, at least until fears of defection have receded. 

Osgood's GRIT strategy inspired a similar one prescribed by Amitai Etzioni in 

The Hard Way to Peace.5 Etzioni refines GRIT into a 'gradualist' approach to 

reducing tension, suggesting that GRIT can be acquired in three stages. The first 

requires the initiator to embark upon unilateral 'psychological' measures that will 

help open communication between the two states; in other words, to engage in 

dialogue, or as Etzioni writes, 'to calm jittery nerves and tone down the interbloc 

argument so that the sides can again hear what they are saying to each other'.6 Only 
if there has been success at this stage should subsequent steps follow. The second 

stage also requires unilateral initiatives, but unlike the 'symbolic' ones of the first 

stage these will be 'comparatively important political and military concessions' 

which require some form of reciprocation.7 The final stage, depending upon success 

at the previous stage, will occur when '[s]uspicion and fear [have been] reduced to a 

level where fruitful negotiations are possible'.8 It therefore involves bilateral 

agreements as a means of achieving further concessions. Etzioni believes that it is 

4 
Ibid., pp. 88-9. 

5 For reference to Osgood see Etzioni, Hard Way, p. 84. 
6 

Ibid., p. 14. 
7 

Ibid., p. 99. 
8 

Ibid., p. 102. 
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necessary to conduct these threat reduction measures in a negotiated format, 
because unilateral initiatives involve only small concessions in case defection occurs. 

Thus, to gain the type of reciprocated measures necessary to end the Cold War 

would require negotiated agreements such as an arms control treaty. 
Joshua Goldstein and John Freeman have introduced another variant on GRIT, 

'super-GRIT'. In essence their model is little different to Osgood's GRIT or 

Etzioni's 'gradualist' or progressive GRIT (PGRIT). They reiterate the need to show 

persistence and to strengthen reciprocity by responding to concessions, but they 

specify that unilateral initiatives should be of a permanent and sporadic nature. 

According to Goldstein and Freeman, GRIT-type strategies are relevant to the 

Gorbachev era. They state that, '[t]he Soviet Union since 1985 has implemented a 

strategy that strongly resembles super-GRIT'.9 Likewise, Richard Bitzinger claims, 

'[w]hether he knew it or not, Gorbachev was practising classic "graduated and 

reciprocated initiatives in tension reduction"'.10 The next section will examine these 

claims, while the final section will evaluate whether Gorbachev's pursuit of GRIT 
was successful. 

Gorbachev's foreign policy initiatives, 1985-9 

(1) Nuclear moratorium 

Towards the end of 1985 Gorbachev and US President Ronald Reagan met for the 

their first superpower summit. In true GRIT fashion Gorbachev announced a 

number of unilateral initiatives that would 'pave the way [for the Geneva meeting] by 

creating a more favourable climate'.11 As would be expected in a GRIT-type strategy, 
these initiatives were on issues that would risk Soviet security in only a minor 

manner, but would have a larger political impact. Thus Gorbachev announced in 

April 1985 a halt to the deployment of SS-20 missiles in Europe and followed this in 

October by reducing the number facing Europe to 243. In July, Gorbachev 

announced a unilateral moratorium on nuclear testing, which was specifically 
intended to induce reciprocation. Gorbachev said: 

out of a desire to set a good example, the Soviet Union has decided to unilaterally halt all of 

its nuclear explosions 
. . . The Soviet Union anticipates that the United States will respond 

favourably to this initiative and halt its nuclear explosions.12 

This moratorium on nuclear testing was a classic example of a GRIT-type strategy 
in action. The moratorium was publicly announced so as to give the US time to 

evaluate the significance of the initiative and to try to influence the administration's 

9 Joshua S. Goldstein and John R. Freeman, Three Way Street (Chicago, 1990), p. 154. 
10 Gorbachev does not refer to GRIT, or to Charles Osgood, thus suggesting he was not consciously 

implementing GRIT. However, if his actions are consistent with those prescribed by Osgood then it is 

possible to refer to a GRIT-type strategy. Richard A. Bitzinger, 'Gorbachev and GRIT, 1985-1989: 
Did Arms Control Succeed because of Unilateral Actions or in spite of Them?', Contemporary 

Security Policy, 15 (Apr. 1994), p. 69. 
11 

Mikhail Gorbachev, Perestroika: New Thinking for our Country (London, 1988), p. 225. 
12 'Gorbachev Announces Nuclear Test Moratorium', Pravda and Izvestia, 30 Jul. 1985, p. 1, (trans.) 

Current Digest of the Soviet Press, 37:30, p. 8. 
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interpretation of it. The announcement included an unequivocal invitation to 

reciprocate, and the issue was one that would not compromise either side's security if 

defection occurred. The US response was negative, for three reasons. The first was 

that the US wanted to modernize its nuclear armoury in order to strengthen its 

bargaining position in arms control talks or future crises, and therefore regarded the 

initiative as a pressurizing tactic rather than a cooperative venture. The second 
reason the Americans gave was that a test ban would not be verifiable, and their final 
reason was that since the Soviet Union had already completed its testing the 

initiative was no more than a ploy to disrupt US nuclear testing. 
If the last two rationales were correct then Gorbachev's unilateral initiative was 

not an example of a GRIT-type strategy. If the USSR had already completed its 

testing then clearly the moratorium would affect only the United States and could 

not be seen as a sincere attempt to reduce tension. Likewise, if the test ban could not 

be verified then the US would not be able to determine if the Soviet Union was 

actually complying with the initiative. However, there is some doubt about the 

validity of these arguments. In May 1986, American and Soviet scientists privately 
monitored US tests and, although their findings are contentious, claimed them to be 

verifiable. There is also reason to doubt the USSR had completed its nuclear 

testing.13 Yet despite Gorbachev's willingness to allow on-site verification, the 

Reagan administration was determined to continue nuclear testing. US Secretary of 

State George Shultz claimed that 'as long as there are nuclear weapons, there is a 

need to conduct tests'.14 Nevertheless, the USSR continued to extend the 

moratorium (January 1986, August 1986 and January 1987) before curtailing the 

experiment after nineteen months once the US tested a nuclear weapon in February 
1987. Was the moratorium a failure as a GRIT strategy? 

In so far as the US failed to reciprocate, the Soviet initiative would appear to have 

been a failure. Gorbachev had stated that 'we expect the US leadership to make a 

concrete and positive decision that would have a very favourable effect on the entire 

situation, would change it greatly and build up trust between our countries'.15 This, 

though, as a criterion for judging success was expecting too much too soon, a point 
that even Gorbachev must have accepted as he continued to extend the ban. Indeed, 
not only did the US fail to reciprocate, but it actually increased Soviet concerns by 

continuing throughout 1986 to test its Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) project, so 

that it is difficult not to concur with Bitzinger when he writes, 'GRIT simply did not 

work here'.16 However, this conclusion fails to appreciate the broader impact the 

moratorium had on the superpowers' relationship. The willingness of the Soviet 

Union to persist with the ban in the face of US resistance did begin to dismantle 

Western suspicion and distrust of Soviet motives. Soviet observer N. V. Shishlin 

claims: 

the Soviet initiative has been rejected by the United States . . . [But this does not] mean that 
this Soviet step was useless ... In shaping the political climate in the middle of 1985 this step, 

13 The USSR completed only seven tests in 1985, compared to between twenty and thirty annual tests 

since 1978. For more on this see Goldstein and Freeman, Three Way Street, p. 116. 
14 

Quoted in Bitzinger, 'Gorbachev and GRIT', p. 73. 
15 

Quoted in Goldstein and Freeman, Three Way Street, p. 121. 
16 

Bitzinger, 'Gorbachev and GRIT', p. 75. 
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perhaps, is the most significant intervention . . . 
designed to change this climate for the 

better.17 

This is supported by Goldstein and Freeman who note the 'initiative did succeed in 

promoting a peaceful image of the Soviet Union among the American public and 

among US allies, as well as among a few Reagan administration officials'.18 The 

moratorium therefore, while not having the effect Gorbachev had initially hoped for, 
did begin, albeit in a limited fashion, to reduce tension. 

(2) Dramatic initiative: eliminate nuclear weapons 

The beginning of 1986 witnessed an example of Osgood's 'dramatic initiative' from 

the Soviet Union. Undaunted by the lack of Western reciprocation on the nuclear 

test moratorium, Gorbachev announced a plan to free the world of nuclear weapons 
within fifteen years. The proposal was divided into three stages. The first, to be 

completed by 1990, applied to the superpowers. It included a 50 per cent reduction 

in intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) as agreed at Geneva, the elimination of 

ICBMs in Europe and the renunciation of the development, testing and deployment 
of space-based weapons. The second stage would last for five to seven years and 

involved the elimination of all tactical nuclear weapons and a ban on the creation of 

new weapons of mass destruction. The final stage would involve the elimination of 

all remaining nuclear arms. The plan therefore involved an incremental approach to 

eliminating the most threatening weapons in the superpowers' arsenals. Each 

subsequent stage required success at the preceding stage in order to create the 

conditions necessary for continuing cooperation. This is clearly similar to Etzioni's 

gradualist approach, and, in keeping with GRIT expectations, Gorbachev indicated 

his sincerity by announcing an extension of the unilateral moratorium on nuclear 

testing; proposing to eliminate chemical weapons and the industrial bases that 

created them; and expressing support for reducing conventional forces in the 

Conference on Confidence- and Security-Building Measures and Disarmament in 

Europe (CDE) that was being held in Stockholm. 

The Western response was negative. The British refused to freeze their nuclear 

capability if the superpowers cut theirs by 50 per cent, and Gorbachev said of the 

US response that the 'positive expressions [were] lost in various sorts of reservations 
. . . that, to all intents and purposes, block[ed] the resolution of the fundamental 

questions of disarmament'.19 Such Western suspicions in 1986 are not difficult to 

understand. It could be argued that Gorbachev was pursuing, not a dramatic GRIT 

initiative, but the traditional Soviet objective of denuclearizing Europe and thereby 

leaving the USSR with conventional superiority. Such a conclusion, though, seems 

unfounded. Not only were the Soviet military sceptical that their numerical 

advantage translated into conventional superiority, but Gorbachev himself proved to 

17 
Quoted in Goldstein and Freeman, Three Way Street, p. 116. 

18 
Ibid., p. 121. 

19 
Quoted ibid., p. 195. 
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be sincere in his goal of seeking better East-West relations.20 However, in 1986 the 

West clearly remained sceptical of Gorbachev's initiatives, and so long as the USSR 

failed to overcome the West's suspicions, GRIT would fail. 

(3) Reykjavik 

In order to renew the impetus toward arms reduction, Gorbachev came to the 

Reykjavik mini-summit of 11-12 October 1986 with a number of proposals and 

concessions. Once again the similarities between these unilateral initiatives and a 

GRIT-type strategy are quite marked. Osgood makes the point that the initiatives 

should 'be announced publicly at some reasonable interval prior to their execu 

tion'.21 While such a public announcement had been made with respect to the 

nuclear moratorium, Gorbachev decided to inform the US administration privately 
in a letter to Reagan. In this letter he outlined his specific proposals.22 He was 

prepared to exclude British and French strategic nuclear weapons from the negotia 
tions, eliminate all intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) from Europe and place 
limits on the number of warheads (100) on INF systems based in the USA and 

USSR. He was also prepared to adopt the US definition of strategic nuclear delivery 
vehicle (SNDV), have the 50 per cent cut in SNDVs apply to heavy missiles, and 

allow work to continue on SDI so long as it was confined to a laboratory and the 

Anti-ballistic Missile Treaty was extended for an additional fifteen years. Un 

fortunately for Gorbachev, the Americans did not take his proposals seriously. 

According to Michael MccGwire, 

the President's advisers [believed that because] Gorbachev had written to Reagan of the need 
to provide an 'impulse' to the stalled negotiations [this was evidence that] he had for some 

reason jettisoned the arms control objectives he had been proclaiming continually during the 

previous eighteen months.23 

As a result, the Americans were quite unprepared for what occurred at Reykjavik. 

They regarded the mini-summit as a 'last base camp' before the two sides would 

meet for a 'real' summit in Washington. This helps to explain why they did not bring 

proposals to Reykjavik and why they felt that they had been ambushed by the Soviet 

Union.24 After the summit, this attitude was prevalent in the American newspapers. 

Philip Taubman quoted a US official who said the Soviets 'are trying to lay the 

foundations for a public relations campaign that will denigrate the United States'. 

Taubman claimed that the superpowers 'have now been thrown into a period of 

20 In the late 1970s/early 1980s Marshal Nikolay Ogarkov, Chief of the General Staff, expressed his 

concern that unless extra resources were made available, Western technological advances would 

undermine the ability of the Soviet Union to win a conventional war. See Harry Gelman, 'Gorbachev 

and the Future of the Soviet Military Institution', Adelphi Paper 258 (Spring 1991), pp. 8-10. 
21 

Osgood, Alternative, p. 99. 
22 See Strobe Talbott, The Master of the Game: Paul Nitze and the Nuclear Peace (New York, 1988), 

p. 315. 
23 Michael MccGwire, Perestroika and Soviet National Security (Washington, DC, 1991), p. 199. 
24 

Gorbachev commented 'that the Americans came to Reykjavik completely empty handed. The 

impression was created that they had come there only to gather fruit into their basket with empty 
hands'. Gorbachev, Perestroika, p. 199, n.73. 
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heightened mistrust'.25 Others saw the Soviet proposals as traps designed to ensnare 

Reagan, while others, noting Soviet failures to comply with agreements in the past, 

questioned the reasons behind the Soviet proposals.26 
It would appear that Gorbachev's GRIT-type strategy was not overcoming the 

deep distrust bred over the previous forty years. However, Gorbachev regarded 

Reykjavik as a 'turning point' from which 'we became convinced that our course was 

correct and that a new and constructive way of political thinking was essential'.27 

This interpretation was probably influenced by a rather enlightening episode that 

occurred during the meeting. On 12 October Reagan proposed the elimination of all 

ballistic missiles within ten years. This would leave the USA in a commanding 

position, retaining an advantage in nuclear bombers and cruise missiles. Gorbachev 

responded by proposing the elimination of all nuclear weapons in ten years, to 

which Reagan is reputed to have replied, 'suits me fine'.28 This type of frank 

discussion was what Gorbachev wanted, and as a result of the meeting in Reykjavik 
he became convinced that Reagan was serious about reducing nuclear weapons. In 

addition, the fact that they contemplated such proposals suggested that they could 

be implemented.29 In essence, there appeared to be good reasons for thinking the 

USA would engage in reciprocity. Hence, Gorbachev referred to Reykjavik as 'a 

major event. A reappraisal [had taken] place. A qualitatively new situation [had] 
come about. Nobody [could] now act in the same way as he had acted before'.30 The 

European response to Reykjavik was less enthusiastic, however. In Europe the 

summit appeared to be a clandestine attempt by Gorbachev to decouple the USA 

from Europe and divide the NATO alliance. 

Gorbachev's call for total nuclear disarmament would have effectively nullified 

NATO's flexible response strategy by removing the concept of nuclear deterrence. 

With Soviet conventional forces in Eastern Europe remaining untouched, the alarm 

felt by Western governments is easy to understand. The fact that Reagan had agreed 
with Gorbachev, albeit in an ambiguous manner, to the elimination of nuclear 

weapons ran counter to the British and French insistence that nuclear deterrence 

had a role to play in the future. It also suggested that their own independent nuclear 
forces were temporary. While this was bad enough, Reagan's proposal to eliminate 
all ballistic missiles was a 'bolt out of the blue'. General Hans-Joachim Mack, the 

25 Taubman was writing about the meeting in Vienna between Shultz and Shevardnadze where they 
tried unsuccessfully to clarify what had been agreed at Reykjavik. New York Times, 7 Nov. 1986. 

26 
Zbigniew Brzezinski claims: T think the Soviets convened that summit, proposed the summit, 

allegedly for discussion, in order to spring on the President a series of proposals for which he would 
then be condemned publicly if he refused to accept'. New York Times, 14 Oct. 1986. See also New 
York Times, 16 Oct. 1986. 

27 
Gorbachev, Perestroika, p. 240. 

28 
Talbott, Master, p. 325. After this meeting, the Americans insisted that Reagan had not endorsed a 

nuclear-free world within ten years but was expressing his long-standing desire that a nuclear-free 

world should be achieved some time in the future. The Reykjavik negotiations were to break down 

because Gorbachev was insistent that Reagan forgo his SDI dream, and Reagan was just as 

determined that SDI would be implemented. With the two failing to reach a compromise, Reagan 

literally picked up his papers and walked out. 
29 The impression was that 'Reagan had thrown away the promise of a nuclear-free world by clinging to 

his version of a space-based defence?even if there might be no missiles to defend against'. It was an 

impression that was largely accurate. John Poindexter, the National Security Advisor, stated: 'If they 
really want to kill SDI, which it appears is their motivation, there is no way we can come to an 

agreement on that'. See 'Forward Spin', Time, 27 Oct. 1986, pp. 7, 24. 
30 Gorbachev's address on Moscow Television Service (MTS): 'Vremya'. Quoted in MccGwire, 

Perestroika and Soviet National Security, p. 202. 
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West German Deputy Supreme Commander, speaking on behalf of General Rogers, 

Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR), claimed, 'it was unacceptable that 

SHAPE [Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe] should be still largely in the 

dark four days after the Iceland summit'.31 This apparent lack of consultation and 

the fact Reagan was prepared to scrap ballistic missiles raised serious doubts about 

the US commitment to the use of nuclear weapons in the defence of Europe. 

According to Jonathan Dean, because the 'Europeans had grown accustomed to 

thinking of nuclear deterrence in terms of ballistic missiles', it appeared that 

America was decoupling itself from Europe.32 To the governments of Western 

Europe it seemed as though the President of the United States was being taken 

down a dangerous road to nuclear disarmament, by the leader of the country which 

would gain most from it, a conventionally superior Soviet Union.33 For the 

Europeans the willingness of the Soviet Union to give up its superiority in 

conventional forces would be the proof of Gorbachev's true intentions. 

(4) INF Treaty 

In April 1987 when George Shultz visited Moscow, Gorbachev offered to eliminate 

intermediate-range missiles (1,000-5,500 kilometres range) and those with a range of 

500-1,000 kilometres without linking the deal to SDI. Gorbachev was again 

providing the impetus for the negotiations, as he sought to reduce military expen 
diture and adjust Soviet military doctrine. His attitude to SDI had changed for a 

number of reasons. First, Reagan seemed to see the project as a purely defensive 

system; he even offered to sell it to the Soviet Union when it became available. 

Second, the 1983 version appeared technologically impossible, and a point defence 

that could cheaply be overwhelmed appeared the most likely outcome for SDI. 

Finally, SDI seemed to be Reagan's 'pet' project, and another president would not be 

so attached to it. Throughout the summer and fall of 1987, the Americans and the 

Soviets worked on the negotiations that would result in the signing of the INF 

Treaty in Washington on 8 December. The agreement was a watershed for nuclear 
arms control. For the first time, the superpowers eliminated a whole class of 

weapons (ground-based weapons in Europe with a range of 500-5,500 kilometres), 
which included asymmetrical reductions (859 US missiles compared with 1,836 
Soviet missiles) and intrusive verification procedures (both were new and vital 

concessions from the Soviet Union).34 The immediate reaction was euphoric, 
Gorbachev claiming the treaty 'offers us a chance to embark on a new direction that 

leads away from catastrophe', and Reagan, who had stated that the Soviets would 

cheat, lie and commit any crime to further their goals, now saying that he felt 'our 

people should have been better friends long ago'.35 In fact, Reagan 'sounded 

31 Financial Times, 17 Oct. 1986. 
32 Jonathan Dean, Meeting Gorbachev's Challenge: How to Build Down the NATO-Warsaw Pact 

Confrontation (London, 1986), p. 30. 
33 Ian Davidson writes, 'the net effect of the Reykjavik plan looks like a Europe decoupled from 

America and at the mercy of the Soviet Union'. Financial Times, 20 Oct. 1986. 
34 The figures are from Dean, Meeting Gorbachev's Challenge, p. 20. 
35 

Guardian, 9 Dec. 1987. 
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positively chummy at times', reciting Russian proverbs and informing Gorbachev the 

American people felt only goodwill towards him.36 

The role of GRIT in the successful completion of the INF Treaty is difficult to 

assess. Richard Bitzinger claims the 'INF Treaty . . . was not the result of any GRIT 

strategy but rather the end-product of years of good, old fashioned, hardball 

negotiations',37 while Daniel Druckman, referring to a stream of initiatives taken by 
Gorbachev, claims, '[t]he successful outcome of these initiatives?an INF agree 
ment?was due to the willingness by the other nation to reciprocate'.38 The 

contradiction between these two comments is probably due to the emphasis the 

authors are placing on two different types of cooperative strategies.39 Thus, while 

Bitzinger is right to note the role of 'bargaining' strategies in the successful 

completion of the INF talks, Druckman is also right in noting the importance of 

'reciprocity' strategies in influencing those negotiations by improving the super 

powers' relationship. Druckman receives support from Thomas Risse-Kappen who 

notes, 

a 'good' bargaining strategy cannot make up for a 'bad' environment that is not conducive to 

cooperation. Bargaining strategies alone are rarely able to induce cooperative behaviour 

unless the target is perceptive to external influences and already prepared to respond 

positively.40 

This complementary approach is very important and receives more attention in the 

final section. It is sufficient now to state that while GRIT was not solely responsible 
for the successful completion of the first arms reduction treaty, its role in creating a 

propitious environment should not be minimized. 

(5) More Soviet initiatives 

Throughout 1988 and 1989 Gorbachev continued to push the arms control process 

along, and once again the similarities with a GRIT-type strategy are quite marked. 
At the May 1988 superpower summit in Moscow, Gorbachev presented a three 

point plan for conventional arms reduction. The Gorbachev plan proposed data 

exchange and verification during the first phase, a reduction in NATO and Warsaw 
Pact strength by 500,000 troops in the second stage, and the creation of defensive 

military structures in the final stage. The plan therefore involved a steady increase in 

the level of cooperation in order to achieve each subsequent step. The first stage, 

36 New York Times, 9 Dec. 1987. 
37 

Bitzinger, 'Gorbachev and GRIT', p. 77. 
38 Daniel Druckman, 'The Psychology of Arms Control and Reciprocation', in Bennett Ramberg (ed.), 

Arms Control without Negotiation: From the Cold War to the New World Order (Boulder, CO, 1993), 
p. 28. 

39 The formulation of cooperation can broadly be divided into two types. These are 'bargaining' 
strategies and strategies that require 'reciprocity'. 'Bargaining' strategies are concerned with 

facilitating an agreement over conflicts of interest and are used in formal negotiations. 'Reciprocity' 
strategies are conceived as means of reducing tension and improving relations. Both strategies require 
responses from the participants (cooperation) to succeed. The former often takes the form of mutual 

concession-making, and the latter, unilateral initiatives. 
40 

Thomas Risse-Kappen, 'Did "Peace through Strength" End the Cold War?', International Security, 16 

(Summer 1991), p. 186. 
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which sought to build upon the confidence- and security-building measures agreed at 

Stockholm, would lessen the fears of a sudden unilateral action by either side. As a 

result, East and West would become more confident about the benign intentions of 
one another and so be prepared to modify those aspects of their military capabilities 
that each perceived as threatening. Once this second stage had been achieved, the 

final stage would involve adopting a purely defensive force structure, thus further 

reducing any fear of attack. The similarity with Etzioni's gradualist approach clearly 

highlights how such a proposal could reduce tension. 

Once the plan had been announced, Gorbachev began to initiate a number of 

proposals and actions to induce the reciprocation needed from the West. In July the 

Warsaw Pact emphasized the need for vigorous verification procedures to enable the 

plan to be implemented and suggested the establishment of an international body to 

supervise the procedures.41 In December 1988 at the UN, Gorbachev announced a 

very significant unilateral initiative in which 500,000 troops, including 240,000 from 

the European theatre, would be cut by the end of 1989. If the Warsaw Pact cuts are 

included, then there was to be a reduction of 106,000 troops and 7,000 tanks in 

Eastern Europe. The cuts, amounting to a 12 per cent reduction in Soviet strength, 
were 20 per cent more than NATO's highest demands in the Mutual and Balanced 

Force Reduction (MBFR) talks, and the number of tanks reduced was exactly what 

US Senator Samuel Nunn had proposed in March 1987. In January 1989 Gorbachev 

announced a cut in the secret defence budget by 14.2 per cent and a reduction in 

procurement by 19.5 per cent.42 Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze 

announced at the on-going Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 

(CSCE) meeting that the Soviet Union would withdraw its forces from Eastern 

Europe, including its nuclear forces.43 In May Gorbachev announced that in 1989 

500 tactical nuclear weapons would be withdrawn from the territories of its allies 

and that the Soviet Union was prepared to withdraw all the others as well 'on 

condition that the US take an analogous step in reply'.44 In addition to the unilateral 

initiatives, Gorbachev proposed reductions in the alliances' forces so that by 1996-7 

they would be of identical strength.45 
The Western reaction to these proposals was largely cautious. While welcoming 

the Soviet commitment to reduce their overwhelming conventional superiority, the 

West tended to focus on the remaining imbalances between the two alliances to 

justify their lack of reciprocation. General John R. Galvin, SACEUR, noted that 

after the December initiative had been implemented, 'the Warsaw Pact will continue 

to outnumber NATO 2.5:1 in tanks, 2.4:1 in artillery and nearly 2:1 in combat 

41 'Statement by the Warsaw Treaty Member-states', Pravda, 17 Jul. 1988, pp. 1-2, (trans.) Current 

Digest of the Soviet Press, 40:29, p. 24. The Committee of Senior Officials (CSO) and the Conflict 

Prevention Centre (CPC), established within the CSCE framework, were independent bodies designed 
to meet, amongst other things, these requirements. 

42 
Quoted from General John R. Galvin, 'Some Thoughts on Conventional Arms Control', Survival, 31 

(Mar./Apr. 1989), p. 100. 
43 'Toward a New Scope and Quality of the All-European Dialogue', Pravda, 20 Jan. 1989, p. 5, (trans.) 

Current Digest of the Soviet Press, 41:3, p. 20. For confirmation by General Yazov see 'In the Interests 

of General Security and Peace', Izvestia, 27 Feb. 1989, p. 3, (trans.) Current Digest of the Soviet Press, 

41:9, p. 18. 
44 'Baker Hears New Soviet Arms Cut Plans', Pravda and Izvestia, 12 May 1989, pp. 1-2, (trans.) 

Current Digest of the Soviet Press, 41:19, p. 3. 
45 The proposals included reductions of over a million troops. For details of the proposals see ibid. 
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aircraft'.46 Simon Lunn, Deputy Secretary-General for the North Atlantic Assembly, 

regarded the initiative announced at the UN as something that NATO had feared 

would happen. 

This is about the scale of Soviet reductions that everyone in NATO worried about. It's more 

than symbolic, but it's not enough. It's just what we didn't need . . . 
[T]he Warsaw Pact still 

has superiority.47 

Yet despite these concerns, the tide had changed in favour of reducing tension by 

reciprocating the Soviet initiatives.48 According to Stefan Lehne, the December 

initiative 

convinced even the most hard-line Western governments that the CFE [conventional forces in 

Europe] negotiations had a much better prospect of success than the MBFR [mutual and 
balanced force reductions]. They therefore entered the negotiations determined to make full 

use of the unique opportunity to eliminate the Soviet conventional superiority and to 

establish a stable balance of forces.49 

In May 1989, US President George Bush responded to Gorbachev's attempts to gain 
an agreement on reduced conventional forces. He proposed accelerating the negotia 
tions in the CFE talks so that an agreement could be reached by the end of 1990. He 

also proposed a ceiling of 275,000 US/Soviet troops stationed outside national 

boundaries in Europe, and in January 1990 he proposed a further reduction of US 

and Soviet troop levels in Central Europe to 195,000. 

By 1989 there would appear to be ample evidence that Gorbachev was pursuing a 

GRIT-type strategy, as both Bitzinger and Goldstein/Freeman suggest.50 However, 
was Gorbachev's pursuit of this strategy the main cause of better superpower 

relations, or was it simply coincidence that by the end of 1990 over forty years of 

hostility came to an end? According to Bitzinger, Gorbachev failed to induce 

Western reciprocation, and thus the end of the Cold War was due to other reasons. 

He writes: 

Gorbachev's unilateral initiatives and invitations to cooperate were universally rejected. Also, 

it is not apparent that swift and dramatic progress in arms control and East-West 

rapprochement beginning in 1989 can necessarily be linked to Gorbachev's GRIT strategy . . . 

It could even be argued that a steadfast NATO stance regarding the Soviets, backed up by 
nuclear deterrence?'peace through strength'?actually 'won' the cold war. Finally, the 1989 

revolutions in Central-East Europe and the subsequent collapse of the communist bloc and 

the USSR itself were certainly critical in ending the cold war.51 

Bitzinger's claim highlights four reasons to doubt Gorbachev's role in bringing the 

Cold War to an end: the lack of Western reciprocation; the irrelevance of GRIT to 

the plethora of arms control agreements at the end of the Cold War; the success of 

Western resolve in forcing the Soviet Union to make concessions; the revolutions of 

46 
Galvin, 'Some Thoughts', p. 100. 

47 
Quoted in Bitzinger, 'Gorbachev and GRIT', p. 75. 

48 An important initiative that confirmed for many in the West that the Soviets were sincere in their 
desire for better relations was the decision to withdraw from Afghanistan, announced in February 
1988. The last Soviet troops left a year later. 

49 Stefan Lehne, The Vienna Meeting of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
1986-1989 (Boulder, CO, 1991), p. 141. 

50 This is not of course intended to imply that GRIT was his only strategy. In arms control negotiations 
different strategies were used, and at home Gorbachev embarked upon a massive upheaval in the 

economic, political and social fields of Soviet life. 
51 

Bitzinger, 'Gorbachev and GRIT', p. 77. 
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1989 which were independent of GRIT. Before examining Bitzinger's four issues, it is 

necessary to put GRIT into context. The reasons why the Cold War ended are 

numerous and varied, with both international and domestic factors having a role. 

The intention in the final section is not to claim that GRIT explains why the Cold 

War was ended; rather, it is to determine if this approach helps to explain how the 

Cold War was brought to an end.52 If Bitzinger is correct, then while Gorbachev did 

pursue policies that could have brought the Cold War to an end, the reality was 

different. To what extent is this argument correct? 

Did GRIT play a role in ending the Cold War? 

(I) Lack of Western reciprocation 

In the late 1980s there appears to have been a lack of Western reciprocation of 

Gorbachev's initiatives, but this is not entirely true. Ken Booth divides reciprocation 
into positive and negative categories, and this formulation suggests Gorbachev's 

initiatives were not 'universally rejected'.53 By positive reciprocation Booth means 

the initiator receives something tangible for the action they take. The country that 

responded most positively to Gorbachev's new thinking was West Germany. The 

German response, which gained the label 'Gorbymania', was not unexpected given 
the similarities between new thinking and common security.54 Barry Buzan points to 

West Germany's history and its development of common security ideas to explain 

why its reaction was expected.55 Buzan writes: 

52 The distinction between why and how is important. The reasons why the Cold War ended vary 

enormously. John Lewis Gaddis, for instance, places the emphasis on the conjunction in the late 1980s 

of three evolutionary trends: the emergence of new criteria for defining great powers; the collapse of 

authoritarian alternatives to liberalism; and the decline of brutality in both internal and international 

affairs. Others place emphasis on the arrival of Reagan and his competitive policies, while an 

alternative explanation highlights the influence of Western liberal peace ideas on the Soviet 

leadership. The stagnation of the Soviet economy, and to a lesser extent the strain on the US 

economy, are considered by most to be the crucial factor behind the Cold War's conclusion. GRIT is 

not therefore an explanation of why the Cold War ended: it may, however, help to explain how 

Gorbachev sought to bring forty years of hostility to a conclusion. 
53 See John Baylis and Ken Booth, Britain, NATO and Nuclear Weapons: Alternative Defence versus 

Alliance Reform (London, 1989), pp. 204-7. 
54 New thinking and common security shared the same core assumptions about how long-term security 

could be achieved. New thinking adopted the idea that state security is interdependent; largely as a 

result of the global consequences of a nuclear war. This assumption led Gorbachev to proclaim, first, 
that security could not be attained via the use of military force, and secondly, that states should not 

seek security at the expense of each other. The implementation of new thinking was the 

implementation of common security. For details see Gorbachev, Perestroika, pp. 140-2. 
55 Common security and the related concept of non-offensive defence were born in West Germany. 

Since then the concepts have spread, most notably to those countries neighbouring West Germany 

(Denmark and other Nordic countries). This resulted in the development of a community of Western 

European peace researchers in various institutes: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute; 
the Peace Research Institute in Oslo; the Centre for Peace and Conflict Research in Copenhagen; the 

Institute for Research and Security Policy in Hamburg; and the Peace Research Institute in 

Frankfurt. These proponents of common security used forums such as the Pugwash conferences to 

promulgate their ideas. In keeping with the 'epistemic community' approach, Thomas Risse-Kappen 

suggests that through meetings such as Pugwash the Western peace community were able to influence 

Soviet thinkers. He notes that, Andrei Kokoshin, deputy director of ISKAN and one of the most 

prominent "new thinkers" in Soviet foreign policy, participated regularly' at these conferences. See 

Thomas Risse-Kappen, 'Ideas Do Not Float Freely: Transnational Coalitions, Domestic Structures, 
and the End of the Cold War', International Organization, 48 (Spring 1994), p. 199. 
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It should come as no surprise that Germans have been thinking longer and harder about 

these transformations than others ... In addition to the immediate dangers, costs and 

inconveniences of sharing a small area with large foreign military forces, the Germans have 

lived with the knowledge that if deterrence failed, many of them, and most of their carefully 

reconstructed country, would be among the first casualties. 

One consequence of this situation was that there developed in West Germany a tradition of 

thinking about alternative defence arrangements that stretches well back into the 1970s.56 

With a convergence of thinking about security, it is not at all surprising that the 

Germans were the quickest to respond in a favourable and constructive fashion to 

Gorbachev's initiatives.57 Thus it was West Germany which took the lead in making 
financial loans available to the USSR and halting the modernization of NATO's 

tactical nuclear weapons.58 This latter issue involved a public disagreement with the 

United Kingdom over the modernization of the Lance missile (the Follow-on to 

Lance (FOTL) debate). The Germans proved victorious in persuading the Bush 

administration that modernization was not required, and Bush cancelled the Lance 

replacement in May 1990. The debate over tactical air-to-surface missiles was not as 

polarized, but it also highlighted the differences between those members of the 

alliance that wanted to maintain a nuclear deterrent vis-?-vis the USSR and those 

that sought a more cooperative approach. Shevardnadze reaffirmed the Soviet 

position when he announced at the Conference on Security and Cooperation in 

Europe meeting in 1989 that modernization was regarded as a backward step by 
the Soviet Union.59 It would appear that, so far from his initiatives being rejected, 

Gorbachev gained a valuable ally in West Germany. Hence Risse-Kappen's 
assertion: 

Gorbachev's overtures tapped into the German domestic consensus on security policy and, 

consequently, fell almost immediately on fertile ground in Bonn . . . From about mid-1986 on, 

while most of its allies were still sceptical, the German government promoted a positive 

Western response to the new Soviet foreign policy ('Genscherism'). Germany became the first 

and only Western state to commit substantial amounts of financial assistance to the Soviet 

economic reform process. In sum the cold war was over for the Germans before it was over in 

reality, that is, about two years before the Berlin Wall came down.60 

This German attitude stands in marked contrast to the US attitude. With little 

impact on US decision-making, common security was an unfamiliar concept and 'as 

56 
Barry Buzan, 'Foreword', in Bj?rn Moller, Resolving the Security Dilemma in Europe: The German 

Debate on Non-offensive Defence (London, 1991), p. xvi. 
57 The Social Democrats (SPD) were the greatest exponents of a common security approach, but even 

the other main parties adopted approaches that differed little in substance. The Christian Democrats 

(CDUyChristian Social Union (CSU) spoke of 'reciprocal security' by which they meant 'the 

willingness on the part of both parties to allow each other the same measure of security. It requires 
the abstention from trying to solve political problems by military means. The concept of reciprocal 

security rests on the balance of mutually secured defence capability, on a system of reciprocal 

confidence-building measures, as well as on d?tente and disarmament.' For quotation see ibid. p. 190. 
58 Robert Mark Spaulding, Jr notes, '[u]pon conclusion of the Polish round table agreement in April 

1989, the Federal Republic took the lead in promising increased Western support. . . One year later, 
the same thoughts and identical rhetoric reappeared with regard to the role of Western aid in 

securing the future of the reform movement in the Soviet Union'. Robert Mark Spaulding, Jr, 
'German Trade Policy in Eastern Europe, 1890-1990; Preconditions for Applying International Trade 

Leverage', International Organization, 45 (Summer 1991), pp. 365-6. 
59 For more details on the modernization controversy see Hans Binnendjik, 'NATO's nuclear 

modernization dilemma', Survival, 31 (Mar./Apr. 1989), pp. 137-55. 
60 

Risse-Kappen, 'Ideas', p. 207. 
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a result, the Reagan administration reacted rather cautiously to the changes in 

Moscow, even though Reagan developed a friendly personal relationship with 

Gorbachev'.61 This cautious approach prevailed during the early months of the 

Bush administration, when American views were markedly more reserved than those 

of the West Germans. Indeed even British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, a 

recognized supporter of the 'hard line' approach when dealing with the Soviet 

Union, expressed concern at the hesitant American approach.62 Bush's National 

Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft, called Gorbachev's approach a more effective 

version of the 'clever bear syndrome', by which he meant the perceived Soviet 

practice of pursuing expansionist goals while lulling the West into a false sense of 

security (the US feared Soviet defection). He simply regarded Gorbachev as a more 

formidable opponent because he was more reassuring than his predecessors had 

been. Appearing on US television on 22 January 1989, Scowcroft stated that 

Gorbachev seemed 

interested in making trouble within the Western Alliance. And I think he believes that the best 

way to do it is a peace offensive, rather than to bluster, the way some of his predecessors have. 

Until we have better evidence to the contrary, we ought to operate on that expectation 
... I 

think the Cold War is not over. There may be, in the saying, light at the end of the tunnel. 
But I think it depends partly on whether the light is the sun or an oncoming locomotive.63 

However, even this cautious and sceptical approach contained elements of what 

Booth categorizes as negative reciprocation. Negative reciprocation occurs when the 

other states forgo the opportunity to take advantage of the initiator's unilateral 

initiative. Such reciprocation is therefore manifested, not by an identical gesture, but 

by the avoidance of actions which would make the initiator less secure. In essence, 

negative reciprocation entails supporting the initiative by not subverting the initiator. 

It was this type of reciprocation that the US provided. During 1989, when Eastern 

Europe was undergoing such a dramatic transformation, James Baker, the US 

Secretary of State, 'reassured the Soviet leader that the United States would not seek 

to take advantage of the situation to the security disadvantage of the Soviet Union' 

so long as the Soviet Union did not resort to the use of force.64 This willingness to 

support rather than subvert Gorbachev's initiatives in Eastern Europe?in this case 

the repeal of the Brezhnev Doctrine?was also manifest during the Malta summit of 

1989 when the Bush administration informed Gorbachev that as long as violence 
was not used in the Baltic States, the USA would reciprocate by showing restraint in 

what it said about the subject.65 Such reciprocity, while not as encouraging as the 

positive variety, is still valuable for the initiating state since it lessens its fear of 

defection. 

61 
Ibid., p. 206. 

62 Evidence of her 'hard line' attitude was provided by her comments in February 1988, when she 

warned, the 'Russian bear was easier to deal with when it looked like a bear than it is now', and that 

'the nicer the Russians get, the more dangerous they are'. Quoted in Richard Ullman, Securing 

Europe (London, 1991), p. 158, n.23. Despite these remarks, by early 1989 she was warning the Bush 

administration not to act too slowly. See Michael Beschloss and Strobe Talbott, At the Highest 
Levels: The Inside Story of the End of the Cold War (Boston, MA, 1993), pp. 29-31. 

63 
Quoted in Beschloss and Talbott, At the Highest Levels, pp. 17-18. 

64 
Raymond L. Garthoff, The Great Transition: American-Soviet Relations and the End of the Cold War 

(Washington, DC, 1994), p. 400. 
65 For more on this see Beschloss and Talbott, At the Highest Levels, p. 164. 
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It would appear that, while Bitzinger is right to raise doubts regarding positive US 

reciprocation, there is evidence that, in Osgood's phrases, West Germany and the 

USA reciprocated in other 'spheres of action' and 'geographical loci'. It would 

appear that Gorbachev did receive Western assistance, especially from West 

Germany, in ending the Cold War. This conclusion gains strong support from 

Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein when they assert: 

Gorbachev could not have succeeded in transforming East-West relations and ending the 

Cold War if the West had not become his willing partner . . . Gorbachev met a receptive 
audience when he attempted to end the division of Europe. Disenchantment with the Cold 

War, opposition to the deployment of new weapon systems, and a wide-spread desire to end 

the division of Europe, given voice by well-organised peace movements, created a groundswell 

of support for exploring the possibilities of accommodation with the Soviet Union.66 

(2) Irrelevance of GRIT to the superpower arms control agreements 

The claim against the value of GRIT is that the plethora of arms control agree 
ments reached by the superpowers could have been accomplished without 

Gorbachev's unilateral initiatives. Such reasoning, though, often misinterprets the 

value and role of GRIT. GRIT is designed to improve relations and create the 

conditions for a reduction in arms that will lead to a more stable and safer world. 

The cooperation needed for a reduction in arms, though, is the reserve of 

'bargaining' strategies. That is, the agreement to limit or reduce levels of arms in a 

treaty format requires a different form of cooperation to that of GRIT. Hence, 

Osgood regards GRIT as complementary to formal negotiations, and Etzioni's 

PGRIT strategy requires the final stage to be conducted via negotiated agreements.67 
Thus, while GRIT may not be used within formal negotiations, its successful 

implementation in the broader context of the states' relationship will smooth the 

progress of those negotiations. In other words, unilateral initiatives are likely to 

create the conditions in which negotiated agreements could prove fruitful in 

eliminating or reducing those weapons that exacerbated the fear and suspicion of 

the Cold War. This is the implication of the following comment by Jonathan Dean 

and Randall Watson Forsberg: 

[T]he pre-treaty reductions and withdrawals in the East, along with the radically changed 

political circumstances, have done far more to build confidence and reduce the risk of a 

major war in Europe than will be accomplished by the CFE [Treaty on Conventional Forces 

in Europe]-mandated destruction [from the East] of another 33,268 weapons.68 

Indeed, the argument that GRIT could have ended the Cold War without 

formalized agreement is questionable. GRIT may help to improve relations, but 

66 
Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, We All Lost the Cold War (Princeton, NJ, 1994), p. 375. 

67 For instance, Osgood testified in 1973 to the US House Committee on Foreign Affairs that a 

successful implementation of GRIT, as a parallel process to the MBFR talks, could provide the 
means for achieving a successful treaty. See Druckman, 'Psychology', p. 22. 

68 Jonathan Dean and Randall Watson Forsberg, 'CFE and Beyond: The Future of Conventional Arms 

Control', International Security, 17 (Summer 1992), pp. 87-8. This comparison is not intended to 

imply that CFE was unnecessary or unimportant. After all, the creation of this treaty acted as a 

catalyst for the formation of others. 
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meaningful actions to reduce the forces that gave rise to the greatest concern result 

from written agreements. Once this has been achieved then, as a complement to 

treaty negotiations, GRIT could achieve a reciprocal response. An example of the 

latter was the Bush initiative in September 1991 to withdraw and dismantle some 

strategic and tactical nuclear weapons.69 

(3) Western resolve (peace through strength) ended the Cold War 

The argument that the West won the Cold War by forcing the Soviet Union to 

respond to the West's military build-up, and thereby crippling its economy, is a 

contentious one, for it is difficult to determine whether the arms race caused the 

Soviet economy's collapse or was just an exacerbating factor. Although it is 

notoriously difficult to determine how much the Soviet Union spent on defence, it is 

widely accepted that the priority given to defence was to the detriment of the Soviet 

economy.70 However, did the collapse result from the strain placed on the economy 

by the defence industries as the military attempted to compete with the USA, or did 

the economy collapse because it was poorly managed? 
The centrally planned economy of the Soviet Union, despite attempts at reform in 

the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, became increasingly inefficient. The main yardstick of 

industrial success was total output, a measure of performance that led to ridiculous 

economic activities. For example, during the 1930s and 1940s the Soviet Union 

produced the heaviest furniture in the world (bed frames were constructed from 

lead) because furniture factories were judged on total weight produced. When this 

changed under Khrushchev to quantity produced, the furniture was made out of 

lightweight plywood. Housing construction firms were rated by how many houses 

they had started. This led to firms laying foundations for houses they never intended 

to build. Since total output was the most important criterion, some factories would 

continue to produce even though they did not have all the necessary materials. It was 

not unusual for Soviet cars to be sold without headlamps, rear lights or windscreen 

wipers because the automobile plant had run out of those parts (often due to theft 

by the workers). The customer, having waited up to three years for the car, was 

unlikely to refuse the vehicle, and would, 'simply try to acquire the missing parts on 

the black market'.71 

The acquisition of spare parts or the exchanging of goods on the black market 

was known as the 'second economy'. Although the second economy was illegal, it 

was tolerated by Soviet officials because they used it to supplement their incomes 

and achieve their targets. A tacit acceptance arose that officials were drawn into 

69 This unilateral initiative received a quick reciprocal response from the USSR. For details see NATO 

Review, 39 (Oct. 1991), p. 11-12. 
70 For the difficulties in measuring military spending see Fred Chernoff, 'Ending the Cold War: The 

Soviet Retreat and the US Military Buildup', International Affairs, 61 (Jan. 1991), pp. 115-18. 

Franklyn D. Holzman, 'Politics and Guesswork: CIA and DIA Estimates of Soviet Military 

Spending', International Security, 14 (Fall 1989), pp. 101-31. With regard to the primacy of the 

Soviet defence industries, the CIA were estimating between 1967 and 1977 that 12 per cent of the 

USSR's GNP went on defence. W^hen the economy slowed in the 1980s, this rose to 15-17 per cent. In 

comparison, the USA's defence budget was 6-7 per cent of GNP. 
71 Gorden B. Smith, Soviet Politics: Continuity and Contradiction (London, 1988), p. 199. 
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corrupt practices involving patronage and bribery. In an attempt to save the sagging 
economy, Yuri Andropov, General Secretary of the CPSU from November 1982 to 

February 1984, launched a campaign against corruption, notably in the power bases 

of his leading rival Konstantin Chernenko. In 1984, after a two-year investigation, 
the Minister of Finance, the Minister of Internal Affairs, the Chairman of the State 

Committee for Publishing, the First Secretary of the Dzhizak City Party Committee, 
and fifty-nine deputies of local soviets in the Uzbek Republic were removed from 

office.72 In addition, in Tashkent '1056 employees of stores, wholesale depots, 

pharmacies and hospitals [were] removed from their positions and had charges 

brought against them' for accepting bribes and other forms of corruption.73 Another 

investigation, in Bukhara, resulted in 461 party members being expelled for 

corruption.74 With corruption so widespread, the economy's efficiency naturally 
suffered. Edward Acton claims, '[w]ith the state's own servants failing to implement 
orders and deliberately misleading the centre, rational planning and coordination of 

different branches of the economy was quite simply impossible'.75 Corruption had 

become an inherent feature of the Soviet economy. 

However, the worst aspect of central planning and corruption was that it inhibited 

development. Any industry which sought to introduce new techniques, and increase 

labour productivity through training schemes, but declined in total output, was 

reprimanded, while a factory that failed to modernize but reached its goal was 

rewarded, regardless of quality of product or whether it sold. As Gorbachev said, 
'How can the economy advance if it creates preferential conditions for backward 

enterprises and penalizes the foremost ones?'.76 His realization that 'mere tinkering 
with the planned and state-owned economies would not only fail to solve the 

difficulties, but could in fact make matters worse' led him to pursue the policy of 

perestroika, or restructuring.77 In the end his efforts came too late and the economy 

ground to a halt. The size of the defence industry was certainly a drain on the 

economy, but it only exacerbated the problems of what was a fundamentally corrupt 
and inefficient system. 

It has, however, been argued that the Reagan era brought a more competitive 
approach vis-?-vis the USSR than during previous administrations, and that this is 

what brought about the Soviet economy's collapse. The contention that the Soviet 

military had to respond to the West's increase in military capabilities during the 

1980s is known as the build-up argument. If this argument does explain the Soviet 

collapse then it would be expected that the military spending of the USSR would 

have risen during the 1980s in an attempt to match Reagan's build-up. In other 

words, it is an increase in the defence budget, not the overall defence budget, that 

interests us. The figures though do not appear to support the build-up argument. 
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Fred Chernoff and John McCain compared the increases in US and Soviet military 

spending and found no discernible Soviet reaction to Reagan's build-up. According 
to Chernoff, the annual increase in US military spending rose from 2.79 per cent in 

1980 to 8.42 per cent in 1983, while Soviet military spending increased at a consistent 

2.5 per cent per annum. Only in 1986 did the increase in Soviet military spending rise 

above 2.5 per cent, to 3 per cent where it remained until 1989. This 0.5 per cent rise 

accounted for an extra 1.7 billion roubles per year. Chernoff asserts, '[t]his sum is far 

too small to account for any meaningful added strain on the Soviet economy'.78 John 

McCain also notes that while Soviet expenditure on military programmes was higher 
than that of the US, the relative increase favoured the Americans. In overall costs of 

military programmes, the US showed an increase from $175 billion in 1978 to $275 
billion in 1987 (dollars at 1986 value), while the USSR showed a much slower rate of 

increase, from $270 billion in 1978 to $300 billion in 1987, that did not respond to 

the dramatic US rise.79 The data simply does not support the build-up argument, 
hence Chernoff's claim: '[t]he contention that the US military buildup had an effect 

on the end of the Cold War by damaging the Soviet economy is ... 

unsupportable'.80 This assertion is supported by Lebow and Stein who write: '[t]he 

proposition that American defence spending bankrupted the Soviet economy and 

forced an end to the Cold War is not sustained by the available evidence'.81 Indeed, 
Lebow and Stein support the view that the collapse was due to internal Soviet 

economic problems: 'The critical factor in the Soviet economic decline was the rigid 
"command economy" imposed by Stalin in the early 1930s'.82 At present it is 

impossible to state with confidence what impact the West's military build-up, or its 

initial cautious response to Gorbachev's initiatives, had on the end of the Cold War. 

It is a contentious debate, but what evidence there is suggests the peace-through 

strength argument is far from proven. 

(4) The revolutions of 1989 were the sole cause of the end of the Cold War 

It is beyond doubt that the revolutions in Central and Eastern Europe during 1989 

were critical in ending the Cold War. The most visible sign to the Western world that 

the USSR had intended to orchestrate a Communist expansion westward was its 

occupation of the Eastern European states. According to Michael Beschloss and 

Strobe Talbott, '[i]n the spring of 1989, as one "test" of Gorbachev's sincerity, the 

Bush administration had demanded the repeal of the Brezhnev Doctrine'.83 By the 

end of the year this was confirmed with the removal of Communist leaderships 

throughout Central and Eastern Europe.84 If Gorbachev's implementation of new 

78 
Chernoff, 'Ending', p. 126. 

79 John McCain, 'Weapons and Budgets', Orbis, 33 (Spring 1989), p. 184. 
80 

Chernoff, 'Ending the Cold War', p. 126. 
81 Lebow and Stein, We All Lost, p. 372. 
82 

Ibid., p. 372. 
83 Beschloss and Talbott, At the Highest Levels, p. 134. The Brezhnev Doctrine initially referred to the 

Soviet repression of the Czech reform movement in 1968. Since then it has become synonymous with 

the Soviet policy of maintaining a 'right of interference' in its sphere of interest. 
84 At the Warsaw Pact summit in December 1989 all of the East European members, bar one, were 

represented by 'self-styled reformers'. The exception was Romania, but within three weeks of the 

meeting, here too Communist rule was brought to an abrupt end. See ibid., p. 169. 
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thinking did not provide the green light for these events then Bitzinger's point is 

valid: the Cold War ended despite Gorbachev's efforts. It is simply untenable, 

though, to assume that these events were orchestrated in isolation from the im 

proving East-West relationship. This does not necessarily mean Gorbachev sought 
such a transformation, but, given his foreign policy approach, it was extremely 

unlikely that he would prevent such actions. It was the realization that Gorbachev 

would not invoke the Brezhnev Doctrine, a realization built upon his previous 
actions, that enabled the revolutions of 1989 to occur.85 

Conclusion 

While it is not possible to assert with assurance that Gorbachev's pursuit of a 

GRIT-type strategy was central to the end of forty years of hostility, it is difficult to 

imagine how the Cold War could have ended if neither superpower had been 

prepared to take an initial conciliatory step. Since the impetus for change came from 

the USSR?from the initial unilateral initiatives to crucial breakthroughs in treaty 

negotiations?Gorbachev appears to have been the decisive figure. Josef Joffe writes 

that Gorbachev 

triggered [the end of the Cold War] in 1987 by signing away the USSR's superiority in 

intermediate-range nuclear forces, which had been a prime factor in the outbreak of Cold 

War II, circa 1979-1985. He continued the process by offering, and then initiating, unilateral 

conventional disarmament. He finally took the process of 'deimperialism' past the apparent 

point of no return in the autumn of 1989 by declaring open season on Messrs Honecker, 

Jakes, Zhivkov and Ceausescu, the pillars of the ancien r?gime in Eastern Europe. By the end 

of the year, the USSR had announced that it intended to bring back all of its foreign troops 
based abroad by the year 2000.86 

Indeed, even Bitzinger, who concludes that 'we may well be on the way to realizing 

Osgood's end-goal, but more despite GRIT than because of it', also notes that 'one 

should not write off Gorbachev's attempts at GRIT as a total failure'.87 For Osgood 
the Cold War was a tragedy because neither superpower actually intended the other 

harm; it would appear Gorbachev recognized this tragedy and, like Osgood, realized 

that through conciliatory initiatives there was a way 'of halting and reversing the 

spiral of terror'.88 

85 In July 1989, while in Paris, Gorbachev had implied that the Brezhnev Doctrine was no longer Soviet 

policy In an answer to a question about democratization in Poland and Hungary, Gorbachev had 

replied that '[h]ow the Polish people and the Hungarian people arrange things is their business'. In 

Helsinki during October he publicly stated that the Soviet Union had 'no right, moral or political' to 

interfere in the states of Eastern Europe. See 'In Paris Gorbachev Meets the Press', Current Digest of 
the Soviet Press, 41:27, p. 5. 

86 Josef Joffe, 'Once More: The German Question', Survival, 32 (Mar./Apr. 1990), p. 131. 
87 

Bitzinger, 'Gorbachev and GRIT', p. 77. 
88 

Osgood, Alternative, p. 17. 
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