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in troduct ion:  the co ld war as  h is tory
geraint  hughes and saki  ruth dockr i l l

the co ld war world

The cold war dominated the international system for nearly 45 years, 
and exerted a signifi cant infl uence over the nature and scope of the 
many military and political conflicts that occurred during those 
years. In retrospect, the cold war was the major theatre for the West’s 
struggle against communist ideas and about regime change in, and 
the democratisation of, the communist bloc. The cold war was fought 
very much on the assumption that ‘if your are not with us, you are 
against us’, an assumption that fi gured more prominently in American 
society than in its Western European counterparts. While the Soviet 
leadership in its fi nal years accepted it would be impossible to create a 
non-Islamic Afghanistan, Mikhail Gorbachev nonetheless believed that 
a pro-US/Pakistan regime in Afghanistan would be ‘totally unacceptable’ 
both to India and to the USSR.1 Thus, the main tenet of the cold war 
can be seen as the East–West competition in ideas, arms and spheres 
of infl uence.

Propaganda activities, information gathering and spying were part and 
parcel of winning the hearts and minds of allies and potential allies. The 
cold war became, to varying degrees, an integral part of the domestic 
politics of many countries, such as in the form of McCarthyism in the 
USA during the 1950s or anti-nuclear movements in Europe in the early 
1980s. The Western alliance was supposed to have been united during 
cold war crises, but Europe was seen by the USA as likely to succumb to 
pitfalls like ‘Finlandisation’, as America’s European allies were often keen 
to reduce cold war tensions by means of détente, cultural exchanges, or 
negotiations.2 In the mid-1970s, American right-wing politicians and 
intellectuals voiced their concern about détente, and about the wisdom 
of Henry Kissinger, who encouraged the US policy of détente during the 
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Nixon years. They believed that: ‘we are relying too much on so-called 
détente … We are not only permitting the Communists to gain one 
advantage after another, militarily as well otherwise; in many ways we 
are helping the Communists gain those advantages.’3

The main task of fi ghting the cold war in communist countries was 
on their home fronts. With the help of the KGB and its offspring in the 
Warsaw Pact countries, it was important for these countries to control their 
own societies through an intricate network of intelligence and spying. 
Not surprisingly, there were also counter-propaganda activities within 
the Eastern bloc. As the Sino-Soviet split became much deeper after 1969, 
Radio Free Europe recorded in 1971 that communist China increased its 
communist European broadcasts by 33 per cent, making ‘very aggressive 
attacks’ on Moscow. Similarly, the activities of the Western intelligence 
agencies, such as of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) of the USA, 
and West Germany’s Federal Intelligence Services, were publicly exposed 
in East Germany, and were used as part of its anti-Western campaign.4 
However, despite jamming by the communist authorities, the West’s 
media could penetrate across the iron curtain. Romania imposed strict 
restraints on the fl ow of information (all typewriters were required to 
be registered with the government to limit clandestine publications by 
anti-governmental groups), but the Romanians managed to obtain news 
on the outside world by tuning into Hungarian television. It was well 
known to the East German leadership that their population watched West 
German television, and the Czechs enjoyed Austrian and West German 
broadcasts. This circulation of information, together with increased 
contacts with the West after the 1970 détente, helped to undermine the 
authoritarian regimes in the East.5 After all, the beginning of the end of 
the cold war in Europe was affected by the eagerness of East Berliners to 
travel freely, by pulling down the Berlin wall, a fact that brought home 
the importance of the domestic front, which helped to shape the scope 
and nature of cold war fi ghting abroad. 

At the core of the cold war was the mutually perceived fear of a 
possible surprise attack by the other side, a fear which was fed by mutual 
misperceptions, and a lack of understanding of each other. This meant 
that each side tended to depict the other in the worst possible light, 
which in turn created a situation whereby both sides misread each other’s 
intentions and overestimated each other’s capabilities. The possession 
of nearly 50,000 nuclear weapons by the two superpowers made the 
confrontation deadly, while the East–West ideological competition added 
to the dynamic to expand, and intensify, the cold war worldwide. In the 
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event of a nuclear attack on the USA, its key decision-makers were to be 
quickly moved to a secret bunker in the heart of the Carolina mountains. 
At the beginning of his presidency, Dwight D. Eisenhower was taken 
to this emergency White House through a long tunnel, occasionally 
interrupted by huge security gates. When he fi nally reached the bunker, 
he looked back, and told his national security adviser, Dillon Anderson, 
that: ‘Good God; I did not realise we were this scared.’6

After the death of Stalin in 1953, NATO believed that the prospect 
of a third world war was unlikely except by accident or miscalculation. 
Nevertheless there was still a great degree of uncertainty in the West 
surrounding Soviet military intentions. One scholar states that ‘On a 
medical analogy, the West by the 1980s had become well informed about 
Soviet anatomy and physiology; but the windows to the antagonist’s 
mind remained largely opaque.’7 Similarly the Soviet Union and the 
Eastern bloc were aware that NATO’s strategy was defensive, but this 
did not dispel the fear that NATO’s strategy could be a ‘cover up for a 
possible surprise nuclear strike’.8 This also explained why the Kremlin’s 
suspicions of a NATO pre-emptive attack increased in the aftermath of 
the November 1983 Able Archer exercise. 

While at least both sides appreciated the need to avoid a fi nal battle 
between the two blocs at the cost of the survival of the globe, the West had 
long believed the Soviet system would eventually decay and decline, and 
that Western liberal democratic capitalist values would eventually prevail 
over the East. For Moscow the cold war became an endless race to catch up 
with, and then equal, the United States in global power and infl uence. It 
was remarkable how quickly the Soviet Union exploited power vacuums 
created by the West – whether it was in the Korean peninsula (after the 
USA excluded it from its defence perimeter in late 1949), in the Indian 
Ocean or in the Arabian peninsula (after Britain decided to withdraw 
from East of Suez in the late 1960s), or in the Third World (where the USA 
became much less willing to intervene in the aftermath of the Vietnam 
war). Moscow’s pursuit of equality lasted to the end of the Gorbachev 
era. During the Brezhnev years, the Soviet Union endeavoured to become 
a global military power equal to the USA. Gorbachev chose instead to 
adopt a non-military and diplomatic alternative but he too was intent on 
maintaining Moscow’s global infl uence on a par with that of the United 
States. During the Malta summit, Gorbachev proposed to George Bush 
Senior the setting up of a ‘Soviet-American condominium’, since the USSR 
and US are simply ‘doomed to dialogue, coordination and cooperation. 
There is no other choice.’9 
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In one important respect, the cold war was therefore a ‘credible but 
ultimately failed Soviet challenge to U.S. hegemony’ or to be more precise, 
a challenge by communism to Western values and systems.10 The end of 
the cold war inevitably entailed the disappearance of the Soviet challenge 
to the West. As far as the West was concerned, the cold war was, in the 
main, a hell of a waiting game. While it did not necessarily require the 
collapse of the Soviet Union (which came at the end of 1991), this did 
contribute signifi cantly to the fi nale of the cold war. 

The cold war was not like the conventional wars that had been fought 
between the great powers before 1945, but nonetheless it was a global 
contest and a sort of war. The cold war shared many of the characteristics 
of modern warfare – ideological differences, large numbers of weapons, 
war plans, operational manuals, covert operations, psychological warfare, 
proxy and often bloody battles in the Third World, the formation of 
alliances, economic and trade pressures and the control of society – but 
the cold war thankfully did not end in the apocalyptic phase of the third 
world war by nuclear destruction.11 

There is no consensus yet amongst scholars and policy-makers as to 
the prescribed requirements for the end of the cold war or as to the 
exact timing of that end. Geographically speaking, Europe, as the fi rst 
theatre of the cold war, was affected most by its end, but many of the 
regional confl icts in which the superpowers engaged were not necessarily 
resolved and, more often, confl ict continued or recurred. We hope that 
there will be no more nuclear stand-offs between the great powers, but 
nuclear weapons after the cold war were scattered around the new Soviet 
successor states and beyond. The infrastructure of governments that 
participated in the cold war in a major way has not yet been transformed 
into a new model suitable for a post-cold war world. Donald Rumsfeld, 
the US Defense Secretary, recently claimed that the current American 
armed forces ‘resemble nothing so much as a smaller version of their 
cold war selves, in many ways improved but hardly “transformed”’.12 The 
attacks of 9/11 prompted the need for change, but the implementation 
of detailed and sweeping changes have become the main task, albeit 
recently faltering, of the second Bush administration. The shadow of 
the cold war has been a long and enduring one. 

the l i terature of  the co ld war 

Historians argue that a proper understanding and a dispassionate analysis 
of the past is essential if one is to make sense of contemporary realities 
– this is as true of international history as it is of any fi eld of historical 
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inquiry. Inevitably, historians are human beings, and their approach 
to their subject will be coloured as much by subjective factors (such as 
cultural background, political views, religious beliefs and nationality) as 
by an objective interest in interpreting past events and understanding 
them on their own terms. The conscientious historian seeks to avoid the 
mental trap set by hindsight, and he or she will try to understand the 
collective mentality (what Germans refer to as the Zeitgeist) of the society, 
state or civilisation they are studying. This approach is as applicable 
to medieval scholars seeking to explain why from the eleventh to the 
fourteenth centuries Europeans waged crusades to recover the Holy Land, 
as it is to their counterparts who debate why it was that American policy-
makers in the 1950s and 1960s decided that a communist-led insurgency 
in a small, South-East Asian country had serious implications for the 
national security of the USA. 

Throughout the past half-century or so the centre of cold war 
scholarship has been the United States. This partly refl ects of the USA’s 
pivotal role in world affairs since 1945 – for better or for worse, American 
foreign policy decisions have had profound consequences for millions 
worldwide. The USA played a vital role in defeating the Axis powers in 
the Second World War, and, with the decline of both the British and 
Soviet empires its status as a ‘hyperpower’ (the phrase coined by Hubert 
Vedrine, the former French Foreign Minister) remains unchallenged. 
American traditions of open government, press freedom and greater 
access to offi cial sources (such as the US State Department’s publication 
of its Foreign Relations of the United States series) also fuelled academic 
research into the history of the cold war. The US system was until recently 
far more liberal than that of its closest West European ally, Britain. For 
example, in the fi eld of intelligence history, the work done by the 1975 
Congressional investigations chaired by Representative Otis Pike and 
Senator Frank Church did much to put in the public domain information 
and material on the organisation and operations of US intelligence 
agencies. In contrast, until the early 1990s the British government 
denied the existence of either the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) or the 
Cabinet Offi ce’s Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), despite clear evidence 
suggesting otherwise.13

When one analyses the historiography of the cold war, it becomes 
clear that the fi rst studies and debates are American in origin.14 This 
is particularly evident in the emergence of the ‘orthodox’ school of 
historians in the late 1940s to early 1950s. As noted above, conscientious 
historians aim to be as dispassionate as possible, but scholarly impartiality 
is impossible to achieve, and personal political and cultural attitudes and 
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opinions will inevitably shape a historian’s work. In this respect, orthodox 
scholars echoed the US government’s mindset, refl ecting the ‘cold war 
consensus’ that bound American society during this time. They argued 
that the cold war was caused by Stalin’s ideological hostility towards the 
West and his objective of advancing the cause of world communism. After 
the Allied victory in 1945, the Soviets spurned US attempts to establish a 
working relationship with the USSR, opting instead for a foreign policy 
based upon spreading communism globally. Stalin violated the spirit of 
the Yalta accords by imposing communist regimes on the East European 
states. The USA therefore rallied other Western powers in order to ‘contain’ 
the expansion of Soviet and (after 1949) Chinese infl uence. This argument 
was also expressed in the memoirs written by US offi cials in retirement. 
It should be noted that the orthodox scholars were in many respects 
fi ghting the cold war in the intellectual sphere. While it would be unfair 
to portray the orthodox school as the mouthpiece of the administrations 
of Harry S. Truman and Dwight D. Eisenhower, their views dovetailed 
with offi cial pronouncements by Washington. Indeed, one of its leading 
fi gures, Herbert Feis, was a former State Department offi cial.15 

In an intellectual climate threatened by Senator Joseph McCarthy’s 
demagogy and the activities of the House Un-American Affairs Committee 
(HUAC), there were initially very few individuals prepared to question 
the orthodox thesis.16 However, a ‘revisionist’ antithesis to the orthodox 
school gradually emerged, and historians generally cite the publication 
of William Appelman Williams’ The Tragedy of American Diplomacy in 
1959 as the point of origin for cold war revisionism. Williams and other 
revisionists – notably Gar Alperovitz, Lloyd C. Gardner, Gabriel Kolko and 
Thomas G. Patterson – turned the issue of responsibility for the cause and 
continuation of the cold war on its head, attributing both not to Soviet 
expansionism in Europe and Asia, but to American efforts to establish US 
global economic hegemony. Revisionists generally argued that it was the 
USA’s greed for overseas markets – combined, according to some, with its 
nuclear monopoly – which forced Stalin to communise Eastern Europe. 
The establishment of communist rule of Eastern Europe and Moscow’s 
support for revolutionary movements (such as the Chinese Communist 
Party) was therefore a response to the USA’s economic expansionism. In 
the same way that orthodox scholarship refl ected the cold war consensus 
of the 1940s and 1950s, revisionism was infl uenced by developments 
in American foreign policy and social affairs – notably the Vietnam war 
and the civil rights struggle – that challenged both the assumption that 
the US system was morally superior, and the view that American foreign 
policy was inherently benign.17 
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The 1970s saw the emergence of the ‘post-revisionist’ school. 
Developments such as the Sino-Soviet split the previous decade 
undermined the image of a monolithic communist bloc, and showed how 
tensions between Moscow and Beijing had affected Sino-Soviet relations 
as far back as the late 1940s. Furthermore, greater access to archival 
sources revealed the extent to which both orthodox and revisionist 
scholars had allowed their political viewpoints to shape their work – 
Robert James Maddox lambasted Alperovitz, Kolko and other like-minded 
historians for what he regarded as sloppy scholarship and distortions 
of the documentary record.18 Post-revisionist scholars like John Lewis 
Gaddis, Walter LaFeber and Melvyn P. Leffl er differed in their assessments 
on the role played by the respective superpowers in provoking the cold 
war, but they collectively offered an approach to the study of East–West 
relations which was more nuanced and better documented than their 
orthodox and revisionist predecessors.19 They were also less ethno-centric 
than their predecessors, and took account of the growth of cold war 
scholarship worldwide, fuelled by the opening of government papers in 
Western Europe. In Britain’s case, the release of documents dating from 
the late 1940s, permitted by the ‘Thirty Year Rule’, allowed scholars to 
discuss and debate Britain’s role in the cold war, drawing attention to the 
Labour government’s role in encouraging US economic, diplomatic and 
military engagement in Europe (manifested by the Marshall Plan and the 
North Atlantic Treaty), and the UK’s collaboration with the American-
led policy of ‘containment’.20 Studies of West European responses to the 
cold war demonstrated that the USA’s alliance partners were not passive 
actors, and that the West Europeans actively sought US intervention in 
continental affairs, under a process which Geir Lundestad has dubbed 
‘empire by invitation’. Furthermore, research based upon Western 
European archival materials revealed important differences between US 
and European approaches to relations with the Eastern bloc during the 
course of the cold war – particularly regarding commercial contacts with 
communist powers, the German question, the development of NATO 
and military strategy, and also the conduct of East–West détente (notably 
Willy Brandt’s approach to Ostpolitik).21

Orthodox and revisionist scholars in America had clashed over the 
issue of American (or Soviet) culpability in causing the cold war, and this 
debate continues to re-emerge in various guises.22 Needless to say, there 
was no analogous controversy in Soviet historiography where – until 
the advent of glasnost in the late 1980s – the parameters of academic 
research were fi rmly policed by the ruling Communist Party (CPSU). 
Soviet historians therefore blamed the aggressive US ‘imperialists’ and 
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their lackeys for the onset and the continuation of East–West animosity. 
Certain aspects of Soviet foreign affairs (such as the Molotov–Ribbentrop 
Pact of 1939 and the invasion of Afghanistan 40 years later) were taboo, 
and it is not surprising that the standard text on Soviet foreign policy 
was published under the names of Andrei Gromyko, the USSR’s Foreign 
Minister from 1957 to 1987, and Boris Ponomarëv, the former head of 
the CPSU’s International Department.23 Power struggles in the Kremlin 
often required an amendment to the textbooks (as demonstrated by 
the downfall of Nikita Khrushchev in October 1964 and his subsequent 
status as an ‘unperson’), while the PRC’s transition from ally to adversary 
during the 1960s had its own implications for Soviet historiography. 
However, there was essentially little development in Soviet and East 
European scholarship until the latter stages of the Gorbachev era. Even 
during glasnost, however, Soviet scholars challenging the party line did 
so in the face of bitter resistance from the establishment. For example, 
General Dmitri Volkogonov’s biography of Stalin aroused the fury of 
fellow senior offi cers because of its frank portrayal of the USSR’s military 
performance in the fi rst months of its war with Nazi Germany.24 As far as 
Eastern Europe was concerned, Polish historians were not free to study 
the Katyn massacre or the Warsaw rising of 1944, and the same was true 
for Hungarian scholars and the revolution of 1956.

Following the East European revolutions of 1989 and the fall of the 
Soviet Union in 1991, formerly inaccessible archival collections in the 
now defunct Warsaw Pact were opened to scholars. As a result, cold war 
scholars now have a greater understanding of how developments in 
East–West relations were seen on ‘the other side of the hill’.25 Despite the 
collapse of communism, there are still remaining barriers to academic 
research. In Russia, for example, the Russian Presidential and KGB archives 
are closed to scholars, although the archives of former Soviet republics 
can be less restrictive. Historians have also used Soviet documents found 
in East European archives as a means of circumventing Moscow’s offi cial 
secrecy. Even though communist regimes still hold power in Havana, 
Beijing and Hanoi, some Cuban, Chinese and Vietnamese sources 
have been made available to researchers. In this respect, the study of 
international history has benefi ted enormously from the work of ‘new 
cold war’ historians, Russian and East European scholars, and research 
bodies such as the Cold War International History Project and the Parallel 
History Project on NATO and the Warsaw Pact.26 To give two examples, 
historians now have an enhanced understanding of the factors which 
encouraged China to intervene in the Korean war in 1953, and Cuba to 
send troops to fi ght in the Angolan civil war in 1975. In the former case, 
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it is clear that Mao Zedong was infl uenced both by ideological concerns 
(including the objective of spreading revolution in East Asia, and of 
saving a fellow communist state) as well as more traditional national 
security interests (preventing the Americans from establishing a military 
presence on China’s north-eastern border). Washington assumed that the 
Cuban intervention in Angola in 1975 was prompted by the Soviets, as 
this fi tted in to the American perception that Cuba was the USSR’s proxy. 
In fact, Fidel Castro had his own motives for assisting the MPLA regime 
in Luanda, and he made his decision to send troops to Angola without 
consulting Moscow.27

It should, however, be borne in mind that in certain cases access to 
former Eastern bloc archival materials has served to confi rm, rather than 
challenge, existing interpretations of the policies followed by communist 
powers. There are few surprises, for example, to be found in Eastern bloc 
documents concerning the reasons underlying the USSR’s suppression 
of the Hungarian revolution in 1956, the Warsaw Pact intervention in 
Czechoslovakia in 1968 or the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. 
Furthermore, it should not be assumed that the fall of communism has 
led to an open house in Western – let alone in Russian and East European 
– archives. Richard Aldrich reminds us that ‘[historians] are what they 
eat’, and that their ‘diet’ of documents is infl uenced by governments 
on both sides of the old iron curtain, who can control the release of 
documents. When British documents dealing with the Suez crisis were 
released to the public in 1987, scholars discovered that during the late 
1950s civil servants had destroyed large numbers of fi les pertaining to 
the confl ict.28 

Above all, while recent disclosures shed light on the intentions and 
attitudes of decision-makers in Washington, Moscow, Beijing and 
elsewhere throughout the cold war (as opposed to how these were 
viewed by their adversaries), it is important to avoid the mental trap 
that hindsight sets for historians. Contemporary perceptions do count, 
even if they are misconceived, because they shape the making of policy. 
For example, at the conclusion of the Yom Kippur war of 1973 the Soviet 
leader, Leonid Brezhnev, used the hot-line to Washington to demand 
that the USA should force its ally, Israel, to respect the UN ceasefi re 
resolution passed on 21 October. However, the US Secretary of State, 
Henry Kissinger, concluded that the Soviets were preparing for a unilateral 
military intervention in the Middle East, and he ordered that US armed 
forces – including nuclear forces – should be placed on a higher state of 
alert.29 During the fall of 1979 Brezhnev and his peers became convinced 
that Hafi zollah Amin, the pro-Soviet President of Afghanistan, was about 
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to break ties with the USSR and align with the Americans. It was this 
conviction – combined with the objective of defending the communist 
regime in Kabul against internal revolt – which lead to Soviet military 
intervention in Afghanistan in December 1979. Both cases show that 
leaders and senior decision-makers could completely misinterpret the 
intentions of their adversaries or even their allies. Kissinger’s actions at 
the end of the Yom Kippur war contributed to the decline of superpower 
détente, while the Kremlin’s impression of Amin’s treachery was a 
signifi cant factor infl uencing Moscow’s disastrous decision to intervene 
in the Afghan civil war.30

Over the past two decades, the parameters of cold war history have been 
widened, not only in terms of accessibility of sources, but also in its scope. 
The revisionists can be thanked for drawing attention to the economic 
dimensions of the struggle between communism and capitalism, although 
their conclusions have proved to be contentious. Intelligence has been 
aptly termed ‘the missing dimension’ of international history, and its 
study forms a crucial part of our understanding of the cold war. Both sides 
devoted considerable effort and resources to espionage directed against 
hostile – and also friendly – powers. In recent years scholars have taken 
advantage of ‘open government’ initiatives (for example, the Freedom 
of Information Act in both America and the Waldegrave initiative in 
Britain) to analyse the role of secret intelligence in East–West relations.31 
There is also a growing body of work on the social and cultural aspects of 
the cold war, and in particular to the interaction between governments 
and intellectuals on both sides of the iron curtain. The cold war was, in 
essence, a confl ict of ideas, and both Eastern and Western governments 
sought to persuade their citizens, and other societies, that their way of 
life was economically, socially, intellectually and ethically superior.32 

Above all, cold war historiography now encompasses not only the 
East–West aspect of international history, but the interaction between 
the rich, developed ‘North’ and the poor, post-colonial ‘South’. The now-
familiar concept of a ‘Third World’ derived from the confl ict of interests 
between the capitalist ‘First’ and communist ‘Second’ worlds. It goes 
without saying that an African or Asian perspective on the cold war often 
differed sharply from that of an American or a European. For example, 
when the US Senator Jesse Helms visited the UN Security Council in 
January 2000 he angered the Namibian delegate, Martin Andjaba, by 
praising Ronald Reagan’s role in spreading freedom and democracy 
worldwide. The Namibian asserted that throughout his presidency Reagan 
had implicitly supported the South African apartheid regime and had 
classed the South-West African Peoples’ Organisation – which fought 



 introduction: the cold war as history 11

for Namibia’s independence against Pretoria during the 1980s – as a 
‘terrorist’ movement.33 Andjaba’s rebuke to Helms reminds us that the 
intervention of the superpowers and their respective allies in Third World 
confl icts often had a drastic effect on peoples whose awareness – and 
interest – in East–West rivalry was minimal. The impact of the Arab–Israeli 
confl ict on the cold war demonstrated how local feuds and parochial 
rivalries could become enmeshed with wider international political 
disputes. The civil wars in Angola and Afghanistan have outlasted the 
state of East–West competition and the external interventions which had 
fuelled and exacerbated them, with calamitous humanitarian results. In 
Afghanistan’s case, the consequences of ongoing confl ict, state collapse 
and international neglect were felt in the streets of New York and 
Washington on 11 September 2001. 

the themes of  the book 

The cold war has ended and has become history. The aim of this book is 
to introduce readers to a historiographical overview of the recent works 
and interpretive discussions of the key concepts of, and approaches to, the 
study of the cold war. Given the proximity to the contemporary world, the 
concepts, which will be analysed in this book, could also be of relevance 
to the understanding of contemporary international relations. 

The conventional wisdom about the international system was that a 
bipolar system would be less stable than a multipolar one. However, the 
cold war, dominated as it was by the bipolar structure, brought a level 
of stability in the form of the ‘long peace’, a term coined by John Lewis 
Gaddis. There were no industrialised wars between developed societies 
during the cold war, but this was by no means a foregone conclusion. 
Indeed, many felt that during the Berlin crisis of 1948–49, the third world 
war was on its way, and in 1950, Arnold Toynbee stated that ‘today it 
is already apparent that the war of 1939–45 was not the climax of this 
crescendo movement’.34 In retrospect, the cold war period seems to have 
demonstrated that a bipolar structure was preferable to a multipolar one, 
although the stability of the international system during the period would 
depend on many other factors, and especially on how one interprets the 
role of nuclear deterrence, which encouraged both blocs (East and West) 
to concentrate on their own security and interests. Having said this, 
the bipolar system was not always stable during the cold war, and some 
scholars suggest that by the 1970s the world had become multipolar. The 
economic rise of Western Europe and of East Asia during the 1970s meant 
that these regional actors were able to play crucial roles in international 
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trade and fi nance, although the manner in which the cold war ended 
suggests that the bipolar system led by the superpowers, remained robust, 
or at least Moscow felt that the Soviet Union and the United States would 
need to cooperate with each other in order to end the lengthy war. 
Wolfgang Krieger examines the relationship between the cold war and 
the international system. His chapter discusses extensively how other 
international factors – such as economic, cultural and social changes, 
and the role of the UN – had infl uenced, and had been infl uenced by, 
the cold war. 

The concepts of national security and national interests are increasingly 
seen as obsolete or inadequate tools to understand contemporary 
international affairs. In the wider domain, however, the cold war 
dominated thinking about security and national interests, but it is 
also true that during the cold war the concept of national security was 
expanded and contributed to the contemporary understanding of 
‘security’ in a wider sense. Jussi Hanhimäki discusses the validity and 
the limitations of these concepts in understanding the cold war, but 
he also stresses the more complex nature of these concepts in relation 
to ‘power’. National security and national interests are by no means 
static, or accepted by all actors as a matter of course. Even within the 
alliance, East or West, the method of achieving them differed from one to 
another. Moreover, allied interests and allied security were not necessarily 
compatible with their own national interests. Hanhimäki reminds us of 
the importance of noting the interactions of national interest with other 
factors, globalisation, local interests and culture. 

Cold war scholars increasingly attach greater importance to the analysis 
of ideology in explaining the subtlety of the cold war. How far did the 
ideological differences between communism and liberal capitalism play 
a part in promoting the East–West confrontation? Leopoldo Nuti and 
Vladislav Zubok jointly explain the subject as seen from the East and the 
West. Ideology was not only a theoretical tool to mobilise the masses and 
to give justifi cation to what could otherwise be seen to be unjust and 
illegitimate, but ideology was also used to create a mindset to a better 
understanding of societies and the structures surrounding them. All in 
all, ideology can be understood to give a meaning to the international 
system during the cold war and could work as a driving factor, on its 
own, in creating the dynamics of the East–West confrontation. 

The cold war is also known as a period of alliances. While the East–
West confrontation widened in scope, and increased the danger of a 
superpower nuclear showdown, there emerged the need to assemble 
resources and brains, and produce some kind of team work. There is 
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the traditional view that states do align with each other in the face of 
a commonly perceived threat. There is also a concept that states with 
common characteristics, such as liberal democracies, will naturally 
combine. Lawrence Kaplan’s chapter on alliances examines how NATO 
and the Warsaw Pact emerged, and the internal tensions within the 
alliance systems. Equally important was the Sino-Soviet alliance, and 
other less prominent, but worth remembering, alliances, such as SEATO 
and CENTO. This chapter explains that cold war alliances were by no 
means a blueprint for victory, and in some cases, the differing interests of 
their signatories were skilfully suppressed under the name of the alliance. 
NATO, however, stands out as the fi rst among equals in terms of its 
longevity, fl exibility, and for what it had accomplished during the cold 
war, and Kaplan explains why. 

The concept of strategy is another important component of the 
framework of the cold war, not least because the development of nuclear 
weapons called for a radical revision of strategic thinking. Lawrence 
Freedman and Geraint Hughes analyse how the traditional concept of 
strategy was revised, and applied, to the cold war period by tracing the 
development of such concepts in the USA, as ‘deterrence’, ‘mutual assured 
destruction’, ‘second-strike’ capabilities, and ‘limited war’. Similarly this 
chapter examines Soviet defence policy and strategies, and how Moscow’s 
military doctrines affected the Warsaw Pact plans for countering NATO. 
Much ink was spilt over nuclear strategy, and the cold war produced many 
armchair strategists, some of whom worked closely with governments. 
This chapter asks how much these strategists did in fact infl uence the 
deliberations of offi cial government policies. 

Economics had also an important dimension in the cold war. Gorbachev 
was keen to integrate the Soviet economy closely into the Western-led 
economic order. During a meeting with Gorbachev in April 1987, US 
Secretary of State George Shultz (a former professor of economics) stated 
that ‘There are big changes going on in the world economy. … The 
central feature is the great growth of the global economy: a general rise 
in GNP, gigantic expansion in goods and services, a huge increase in 
trade fl ows.’ Gorbachev listened to the American economist with great 
interest.35 Often submerged in the political and diplomatic considerations 
of the cold war, the economic origins of the cold war were signifi ed by 
the Marshall Plan. Ian Jackson discusses the differing approaches to the 
post-war economic order by Moscow and Washington. Within the West, 
East–West trade was the area where Western Europe and the USA clearly 
disagreed over the extent of restrictions of trade with the communist 
bloc. The Europeans wanted more trade with the Eastern bloc than their 
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American counterparts, as they also believed that East–West trade would 
help to improve relations between the two blocs. In Washington, the 
Nixon administration wanted to improve economic relations in the 
context of détente, but Congress remained reluctant to approve any 
relaxation of trade with the Eastern bloc. Jackson concludes that the fall 
of the Soviet Union was the result of the shortcomings of its command 
economy rather than the West’s pressure on the Soviet economy. Similarly 
Christoph Bluth explores the development of the military-industrial 
complex and its impact in the USSR and the USA, and gives an account 
of the role of science and technology in the East–West global confl ict. 
This chapter also examines the manner in which technological progress 
affected the military competition between the superpowers. 

Until recently, offi cial secrecy and the lack of material was such that the 
role of intelligence in international politics was barely studied. Richard 
Aldrich’s chapter on intelligence explains how the history of intelligence 
has developed in recent years, although it remains hard to explain the 
exact impact of information on the actual formulation of foreign policy. It 
is no surprise that a great number of covert operations and secret activities 
took place during the cold war years. Aldrich’s tour de force about covert 
operations and intelligence gathering demonstrates how much effort 
went into trying to know the enemy, while both sides wished to secure 
‘plausible deniability’. 

The cold war was also concerned with cultural diplomacy, state–private 
networks, propaganda and popular cultures. The growth of information 
technology and the diversifi cation of societies ranging from those once 
imperial states in Europe to newly developing countries in the Third 
World meant that a cold war culture could easily fi nd its way into the 
lives of the masses in the form of novels, fi lms and journal articles. 
Patrick Major and Rana Mitter deal with the ‘war of words’ and the 
propaganda confl ict between East and West, and the role played by the 
intelligentsia. Indeed, American cultural projection was not just against 
the enemy bloc, but also against vulnerable Western European audiences, 
who might otherwise not enthusiastically embrace American leadership 
in the post-war world. This chapter also indicates an extent of Western 
cultural penetration across the iron curtain, resulting in a positive image 
of Western freedom which developed in the minds of Soviet and East 
European citizens. 

The fi nal chapter deals with the interaction of the cold war with 
decolonisation and empire. The United States and the Soviet Union 
both emerged out of revolution and war as anti-imperialist states, 
although the superpowers themselves developed different hegemonic 
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approaches to their clients states or allies during the cold war. John 
Kent argues, however, that the Second World War applied signifi cant 
pressure on the European imperial powers to relinquish their colonies, 
and he also discusses how the cold war resulted in the USA cooperating 
with the former imperial powers in order to preserve the solidarity of 
the Western alliance against the communist onslaught. In this process 
Britain and France found themselves able to manage the decline of their 
military power by cooperating with the USA in the Western strategy of 
containment. The cold war tells us something about the diffi culties in 
the exercise of hegemony over other states in the post-war world. Stalin 
quickly formed an ‘empire by coercion’ often with the help of the Red 
Army, and it was ruled carefully, but ruthlessly, by the Kremlin. The end 
of the cold war demonstrated how quickly such an coercive empire could 
collapse as soon as coercion was removed by perestroika and glasnost 
and by the renunciation of the Brezhnev doctrine. Decolonisation had 
opened the way for competition between the superpowers for prestige 
and infl uence, but many confl icts in the Third World, where superpowers 
often acted as patrons of their favoured factions, were left unresolved 
(such as in Angola and Afghanistan) by the time the superpowers decided 
to disengage from them in favour of ending the cold war. The European 
model of Empires were not to be repeated in the cold war, but this did 
not necessarily smooth the path of the newly emerging countries towards 
a stable and peaceful statehood. 

Overall the book deals with ten key themes relevant to the cold war. 
These should encourage readers to widen and deepen their interest in 
the recent past, a period called the cold war. 
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1
the internat ional  system

wolfgang kr ieger

How did the international system change during the cold war? How can 
this change be assessed within its broader chronological context? In other 
words, how does this change compare with what happened before and 
after? And what exactly do we mean by the phrase ‘international system’? 
These are the broad questions which will be examined in this chapter. By 
mixing thematic approaches with chronological ones, this chapter will 
focus mainly on issues of political order and of international confl ict, 
although economic, technological and intellectual aspects will at least 
be touched upon. After all, the cold war was a global struggle for power 
which impacted on many different spheres of public life. 

As we shall see, the term ‘cold war’ is woefully imprecise, inviting a 
wide range of interpretations as to its chronology, content and historical 
signifi cance. Neither is the term ‘international system’ one which can be 
used without putting into question a whole range of more or less explicit 
assumptions which underlie both its colloquial and academic use. Thus 
our overall question cannot be discussed profi tably without referring to 
public as well as scholarly debates concerning these two terms. Anything 
less would result in a simple enumeration of events, institutions, norms 
and practices along the lines of a reference work. The purpose of this 
chapter, however, is not factual completeness. It is rather to contribute 
to an understanding of the world we live in and the extent to which it 
can (or cannot) be explained by historical refl ection. 

On re-reading many of the ‘classics’ of cold war history and of political 
science (particularly those on the subject of international relations), one 
cannot fail to note how often scholarship itself was an instrument of 
cold war politics. This is no surprise since the cold war was, among many 
other things, a battle over concepts for ordering political life both at a 
national and at a global level. To put it briefl y, ideas and perceptions 
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mattered. Obviously, the proponents of Soviet communism wished for a 
different international order from the believers in liberal capitalism. When 
interpreting a particular event or structural problem of the international 
system one could hardly come to a conclusion without departing from a 
particular set of values. In turn those interpretations would often make 
assumptions about the future. How would the cold war develop? How 
would it end? Whose judgements were right? Whose were not? 

Therefore the history of the cold war can readily be understood as 
a series of more or less false predictions of how world affairs would 
develop. This is true both at the intellectual and at the operational level. 
The diplomatic and military documents of the early post-war years are 
fi lled with gloomy expectations that major war was ‘inevitable’ within a 
short time frame. Neither Western leaders nor their contemporaries on 
the Eastern side could really believe that a period retrospectively called 
the ‘long peace’ had begun. They were too preoccupied with their recent 
historical experience, their thinking was too much shaped by the era of 
the two world wars to believe otherwise.1 

Some years later, as the great powers armed themselves with ever more 
tanks, warships, aircraft, nuclear weapons and missiles, few people were 
ready to cast aside the ‘old wisdom’ that more weapons would make 
war more likely. During the 1960s, when neither the Soviet system nor 
Western capitalism looked ready to collapse any time soon, theorists 
concluded that both were essentially two varieties of modernisation 
which would become ever more alike over time (this being the so-called 
‘convergence theory’). Neither of the two propositions on ‘convergence’ 
or the inevitability of war turned out to be true. In Germany, most people 
at fi rst could not believe that their country would be divided for long. 
Two decades later, from the 1960s onward, most people could not imagine 
that reunifi cation would ever happen in their own lifetime. Indeed, some 
scholars claimed to have scientifi c proof that it would never happen, that 
the international peace order logically required the permanent division 
of Germany.2 Neither did many people predict in the late 1950s that the 
United States would, for four long decades, keep well over 320,000 troops 
in Europe. By much the same logic most Sovietologists were convinced 
that Soviet military forces would forever stay where they had once pitched 
their tents. (It so happens that the Americans are still in Europe today, 
while the Soviets/Russians went home over a decade ago.3) These are only 
a few examples of mistaken concepts and forecasts, based undoubtedly 
on ‘solid’ historical experience, which at one time or another served as a 
basis for political decision-making as well as for scholarly analysis. As we 
all know, the end of the cold war came as a surprise to most governments 
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and indeed to most academics. And neither of them did much better 
with respect to the post-cold war world. 

But if the glass was half empty, it was also half full. Cold war history can 
also be written as a history of international learning, as a process in which 
a mixture of prudent calculation and historical experience served to avoid 
costly mistakes. On both sides of the iron curtain we fi nd examples of 
crises resolved peacefully by wise statesmanship and by examples of 
prudent restraint in the use of power. Whether the ‘long peace’ was 
a product of the growing wisdom of international decision-makers is 
a good subject for debate, as is the question whether the exponential 
growth of international institutions and, more generally, of international 
economic interdependence (or globalisation) has anything to do with it. 
International organisations have a decidedly positive aura about them 
– as one can see from the fast-growing numbers of young professionals 
who wish to work for them. But, in reality, their place in the history of 
international relations has not been defi ned with suffi cient precision. We 
do not yet know, for example, why they have not been more successful 
in reducing Third World poverty or tribal warfare.4 

explain ing the internat ional  system 

Providing a defi nition of the term ‘international system’ is by no means 
a purely academic matter. The term ‘system’ somehow suggests that it 
functions according to certain rules. But this is hardly true. It merely sums 
up all the actors as well as all the material and immaterial factors which 
are somehow relevant to the way in which people, organisations and 
states relate to each other at a global level – hence the term ‘international 
relations’. However, when we speak of an ‘international order’ (or ‘world 
order’) we mean a ‘good’, that is to say an accepted way of organising 
those relations. Thus the term ‘order’ suggests a value judgement about 
the way in which international relations should be organised. For 
example, it is obvious why the USSR and the Western liberal-democratic 
powers could not agree on a particular world order. Neither side could 
admit that the political system of its opponent was ‘good’ and therefore 
deserved a permanent place in the world. Logically, therefore, the cold 
war international system could at best be one in which ‘stability’ existed 
between the two sides, that is to say in which neither side attempted to 
overwhelm the other by use of force. By the same logic, stability allowed 
for crises, local (or ‘limited’) wars, and the ‘balance of terror’ (or nuclear 
deterrence combined with very large non-nuclear forces kept in readiness 
at all times). How then did this system function? To what extent was it 
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substantially different from the international systems before and after 
the cold war? 

Classical ‘realist’ theories of international relations, such as those 
formulated by Hans Morgenthau and Raymond Aron, assume that 
states are the only actors in that ‘system’, that their most fundamental 
interaction is about war and peace, and that anarchy or chaos are better 
terms to describe world affairs.5 This view seemed to refl ect adequately the 
world situation during the early cold war years. It came to be challenged 
as international organisations and non-state actors both proliferated and 
appeared to gain more weight relative to state power.6 Marxist as well 
as some non-Marxist writers considered economic factors to be more 
important than military ones, while other scholars drew attention to 
the role of small states.7 ‘Geopolitics’, based on concepts espoused back 
in the nineteenth century, claimed that geography largely determined 
global power issues. Cultural explanations emphasised the importance 
of ethnicity, religion, and mentalities.8 In other words, many felt that 
‘realism’ addressed only a fraction of a much more complicated reality 
and that it overlooked the importance of cooperation between states, 
even states with all sorts of confl icts between them.

Although the cold war was obviously about a confrontation between 
two armed camps of states, it generated a progressively subtle ‘game’ of 
political understandings and relationships which forced scholars to adapt 
their terminology and their concepts. In retrospect, it seems that neither 
the pessimistic emphasis on war and peace (‘realism’) nor the optimistic 
concentration on cooperation and institutions (‘institutionalism’ or 
‘liberalism’) do justice to the complexity of the issues to be addressed.9 
If some people, at the end of the cold war, expected to see a ‘new world 
order’ (George Bush Sr.), managed by ‘an alphabet soup of international 
organisations’ (to use Henry Kissinger’s cynical phrase), the debates 
rapidly took another direction after 9/11 and after the third Gulf war 
of 2003.10 

The historian of international relations should be aware that 
terminology and concepts can never quite match the varieties of change 
in world affairs. His or her preoccupation is to dissect that process of 
change, beginning perhaps with the three general observations. The 
fi rst is to understand that new elements are often added to the system 
without displacing older ones. For example, it is common to argue that 
since the nineteenth century the nation-state came to be seen as the ideal 
form of political organisation. But in reality, older forms of organisation 
– from empires to clans – are still relevant political units in the twenty-
fi rst century. To speak of the international system as essentially an 
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assembly of states (the ‘Westphalian system’, which ostensibly dates 
from the treaties which concluded the Thirty Years War of 1618–48) 
is simply wrong. Secondly, we must bear in mind that international 
actors or familiar concepts such as capitalism or religion may retain their 
familiar names while changing their content. The same is true for states 
and other international actors. At the same time certain developments 
or actors acquire different names while remaining much the same. 
Today’s globalisation, for example, does not differ fundamentally from 
developments within the world economy during the nineteenth century. 
One could well argue that fi nancial markets were more internationalised 
before the First World War than they were during much of the cold 
war. Thirdly, certain forms or instruments of power in international life 
undergo changes which are not always taken into account in time, either 
by the political actors or by the analysts. For example, military power 
lost its value while economic and technological power became more 
important. One is even tempted to speak of cultural power when one 
thinks of the impact of popular culture, of the electronic media, or of 
such new international concerns as the place of women in society and 
human rights. In the fi nal years of the cold war, the Soviet Union had 
more military power and more geographical space under its control than 
ever before. Yet it lacked the power possessed by the more advanced 
economies and the more attractive ‘global’ messages. The Pope in Rome 
still had no divisions – to paraphrase Stalin – but his message presented 
a serious challenge to the power of the CPSU in Moscow. 

How can we identify those gradual, barely visible changes in 
international relations? One way is to look at statistics (for example, on 
population growth, trade or migration). But political decision-makers 
react only slowly or not at all to such numerical or behavioural changes. 
If we are to understand their learning processes we need to study those 
critical moments and decisions which indicate that established practices 
or concepts have become inadequate. This is obviously the case with 
international crises such as the Berlin blockade or the Cuban missile crisis. 
Typically, such crises lead to policy changes or even to the establishment 
of new international institutions or to new treaties. But there are also 
those ‘quiet revolutions’, which take place both inside national societies 
and between them, which are much harder to document and indeed to 
understand because they are not related to single political decisions or 
events. How, for example, does one explain those shifts in mentality 
which appear to underlie the decrease in religious beliefs or the drop in 
birth-rates since the 1960s? What exactly explains the lack in military 
enthusiasm in Japan and Germany after 1945? Or why did so many 
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people, during the 1950s, still believe in Soviet-style socialism when the 
evidence around them should have been suffi cient to dissuade them? 

explain ing the co ld war 

What exactly do we mean by ‘cold war’? Was it truly a period without 
‘hot’ wars? Many in Western Europe tend to make this assumption 
because they see a sharp contrast between the era of two world wars 
and the post-1945 decades. But for people in South-East Asia, in certain 
parts of Africa, in South Asia or in the Middle East, those same years were 
fi lled with wars which destroyed human lives on a scale comparable to 
the world wars in Europe. China suffered some 65 million dead from its 
communist experiment.11 The wars in Korea and Vietnam devastated the 
populations of both the Korean and Indochinese peninsulas.

Even the beginning of the cold war is a matter of some debate. If we 
assume it started around 1947, as most scholars do, the cold war appears 
to have been chiefl y about territorial problems left unresolved by the 
Second World War. If, however, we focus on the ideological side of that 
great power struggle, we cannot but agree with André Fontaine and other 
early historians who saw the Bolshevist revolution of 1917 as the true 
starting point of the East–West confl ict in which disputes over territories 
were only secondary concerns.12 The most famous early explanation, 
laid down in the ‘long telegram’ drafted by George F. Kennan, the chargé 
d’affaires at the US embassy in Moscow, in early 1946. Kennan saw 
Bolshevist ideology as the main driving force to which the West somehow 
had to fi nd a prudent response.13 It was this ‘orthodox’ assessment of 
the causes of the cold war which ‘revisionist’ and leftist historians have 
sought to challenge from the late 1950s onwards.

For the decades after 1945 there is at least a rudimentary consensus 
how cold war chronology can be divided into well-defi ned periods. Few 
will disagree that the years between 1947 and 1953 marked a particularly 
‘cold’ period, followed by a decade beginning with Stalin’s death in March 
1953 and lasting to the end of the Cuban missile crisis in late 1962 when 
major war was believed to be less likely but was still seen as a possibility. 
At that point a ‘bipolar system’ of the two superpowers, the Soviet Union 
and the United States, became dominant. It was characterised by a certain 
confi dence that ‘the other side’ would do anything it could to avoid nuclear 
war. Despite the frequent wars on a ‘regional’ scale, world politics became 
more stable. Around 1975 a number of important changes occurred which 
some contemporary observers and political activists at the time saw as 
the beginning of a ‘new cold war’. The superpowers were unable to reach 
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any agreements on arms control, while East–West tensions increased, 
particularly because of competing interests in the Middle East and in 
the ‘Third World’. Finally, the arrival at the Kremlin of a new leadership 
in March 1985 marked an entirely new course in Soviet foreign policy 
which prepared the way for an extraordinary number of international 
understandings and changes in the international system.14

Did the cold war really end in 1991, with the collapse of the Soviet Union 
in December of that year? In most respects it did, though communism 
remained in power in China, Vietnam, Cambodia, North Korea and Cuba. 
But some thinkers believe that the Soviet collapse did not fundamentally 
change international relations from a global perspective. Noam Chomsky 
and his followers point to the persistence of the gap between rich and 
poor (the North–South confl ict) and the domination of world affairs by 
the hegemonic power of the United States, which undoubtedly increased 
after 1991.15 For Robert Cox, the predominance of neo-liberalist policies, 
which in his view forms the overarching paradigm of world affairs, dates 
back to the 1970s and arrived by way of a more or less ‘quiet revolution’.16 
In making his argument Cox obviously puts economic power above 
military power, a view which runs counter to many classical texts on 
the international system. 

The cold war may be over, but we still feel its legacies almost daily. 
Therefore we still have a big stake in how the cold war is viewed. In 
turn this makes it both particularly hard to analyse it and particularly 
important to do so in a critical fashion, that is without being glued to 
scholarly dogma or established terminology. Perhaps some of the key 
differences in viewing the cold war international system are found less 
in what is described than what is left out. In that sense, contemporary 
opinion may be infl uenced by today’s media-driven politics. People see 
a crowd of Arab protesters or a burning American fl ag or an oil-drenched 
waterfowl or the collapsing Twin Towers of the World Trade Center in 
New York City – and they ‘understand’. Do they comprehend pictures 
or newsreels of the Berlin blockade, the Korean war, the Berlin wall or 
the ‘mushroom clouds’ of nuclear explosions in the same way? And 
what about those events and shifts in world affairs for which we lack 
such images? 

the roots of  the co ld war internat ional  system

The cold war belongs to a period in history which began long before 
either 1947 or 1917 and in which ideology was a means for justifying 
state power. During the nineteenth century, three new political ideologies 
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– liberalism, nationalism and radical socialism – had become powerful 
instruments for fi ghting the old monarchical order. Each was convinced 
that such change at the national level required a substantially different 
international system. Liberalism argued that the world would be safer 
and more prosperous if everyone adhered to democracy, free trade, 
private property and the rule of law. Nationalism was a force both to 
fi ght old social structures and to challenge the multi-ethnic empires 
which dominated global politics in those days. But by no means did the 
nation-state become its single political goal. While nationalism helped 
in creating Cavour’s Italy and Bismarck’s Germany, it also was a driving 
force in imperial rivalry and expansion. In 1898 even the United States, 
with their proud history of anti-imperialism (directed against Britain 
and Spain), began to acquire an empire and its own overseas sphere 
of infl uence. In 1917, the third ideology, social radicalism, produced 
a Bolshevist Russian empire which threatened to crush the other two 
ideologies. Far from leading to a united front against this challenge, the 
forces opposed to Bolshevism became critically divided. The Soviet threat 
produced a violently anti-democratic nationalist response which came 
to be known by its Italian name, fascism, because it was in Italy in 1922 
that it fi rst took over a national government. When Germany, in 1933, 
followed the Italian example in Hitler’s ‘national socialism’, or Nazism, 
fascism was no longer a local response to economic and social crisis but 
a massive challenge to the international system. 

Initially Hitler had focused on transforming Germany into a dictatorship, 
on overcoming the unemployment crisis and on getting rearmament 
under way. His demands for a revision of the Versailles peace treaty 
of 1919 barely exceeded earlier German demands made by democratic 
governments. But from 1938 his programme of expansionism and racism, 
outlined in Mein Kampf in 1926, was implemented brutally, leading to the 
assault on the Soviet Union in June 1941. Like Mussolini, who attempted 
imperial expansion in the Mediterranean and in Ethiopia, Hitler wanted 
to turn Germany into an empire. He sought to convert Eastern Europe, 
perhaps as far as the Urals, into a mixture of settlement colonies for 
Germans and dependent territories under German domination. The 
liberal powers, Britain, France and the United States, hesitated in their 
response both to the Soviet and to the Nazi challenge. Since the Soviet 
Union did not make war on other great powers – unlike revolutionary 
France in 1792 – it might be tolerated. One might overlook that its 
declaratory policy insisted that Bolshevist ‘achievements’ could only 
be secured if all opposition were overwhelmed, both inside and outside 
Russia. As to Nazi Germany, it might perhaps be balanced by Soviet 
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power and by Italy. But then the unexpected happened. Hitler formed 
a coalition with Stalin, which allowed him to conquer East-Central and 
much of Western Europe. Then his attack on the Soviet Union forced 
the liberal powers into a coalition with Stalin. Within a few weeks of the 
German invasion (22 June 1941), the United States, which was giving 
much support to the British but still refused to enter the war, extended 
its military aid to Britain’s new ally. In December 1941, four days after 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Hitler declared war on the United 
States. In this way he placed Washington fi rmly at the side of Moscow. 
Thus London and Washington never had a chance to refuse a coalition 
with Moscow, unless of course they were ready to meet Nazi Germany’s 
terms. But given Hitler’s brutal racist warfare, on a scale never before 
seen in history, a compromise with him was out of the question. The 
only practical option for the Anglo-Saxon powers was to proclaim an 
idealistic policy for a better world and to make as many concessions 
to Stalin as necessary in order to win Soviet support for such a new 
international order.

By 1943, when Soviet forces had gained the upper hand against the 
Germans, the two Anglo-Saxon powers began to realise fully what lay 
ahead. Not only was it now likely that the USSR would survive. It was 
equally likely that the Soviet leaders would use their armies to redraw 
the map of Europe, perhaps also of the Middle East and of East Asia. 
Communist expansion might now happen in the clothing of coalition 
warfare against Germany, Japan and their allies. Those fears are amply 
documented in the secret papers of British and American leaders, including 
their military advisers, but they could not be discussed publicly as long 
as the alliance with the Soviet Union was needed to win the war. The 
best available strategy to contain Soviet ambitions seemed to lie in a 
combination of establishing international rules and institutions on the 
one hand and in making concessions to the Soviets on the other. Based on 
those assumptions the US President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and the British 
Prime Minister, Winston S. Churchill, conducted their coalition diplomacy 
for a new international system, while Stalin hoped to turn that strategy on 
its head. He would go along with the programme for a new international 
order and pocket any concessions offered by the West so long as either 
or both together did not limit his plans for communist expansion. As 
soon as the alliance was concluded Stalin’s foreign secretary made it clear 
that the Kremlin intended to retain all territories which the Soviet Union 
had acquired under its treaty with Nazi Germany in August 1939. In the 
course of further negotiations, Konigsberg (later called Kaliningrad) with 
its surrounding territories, the Kurile Islands and Sakhalin peninsula, were 
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added to the Soviet wishlist. This appeared to be sound power politics, 
but how could it be justifi ed to Western public opinion? How could it 
be squared with the British-American Atlantic charter (1941) which had 
promised that no territorial claims would be made?17 

This tension between Realpolitik and international idealism could 
never be resolved. The most diffi cult territorial issue was Eastern Poland, 
since Britain and France had declared war on Germany after the German 
invasion of Poland. Polish soldiers were fi ghting alongside Western armies 
from the fi rst to the last day of the war in Europe. Why should their 
country cede land to the Soviets who had once collaborated with Hitler 
in the destruction of Poland? The political strategy pursued by the British 
and the Americans was one of gradual adjustment to the Soviet territorial 
demands. Poland was compensated by transferring former German 
territories and by expelling their German populations. Though put in 
writing at the Potsdam conference, this transfer was termed provisional, 
pending a European peace conference. The Americans and British hoped 
that this would encourage the Soviet government to honour various 
agreements, among them an accord signed at Yalta on a freely elected 
Polish government. As we know, this hope was never fulfi lled.18 

Psychologically, as far as Western public opinion was concerned, the 
Sovietisation of Eastern Europe was not a simple issue of diplomatic 
betrayal. The wartime propaganda of a suffering Soviet people who 
bravely defended themselves, led by a fi rm but benevolent Stalin, was 
aggressively promoted by communist parties and groupings. They were 
particularly strong in France and Italy, and had considerable infl uence 
on the intelligentsia in Britain and America. Of infl uence were also 
the revelations of Nazi atrocities, in particular the liberation of the 
concentration camps in early 1945, the Nuremberg trials in 1945–46 and 
a considerable number of further war crimes trials concerning German 
atrocities on their Eastern front. Though the Holocaust did not become an 
international lieu de mémoire until much later, no one could be unmoved 
by the sheer scale of the atrocities and by the sufferings of the Soviet 
people.19 Even in the USA, where the political left was much weaker than 
in Europe, there was a strong feeling that rather than being the result of 
Soviet expansionism, the cold war might have a hidden domestic agenda, 
that it might be directed against working-class rights, welfare benefi ts 
and liberal (left-wing) ideas.

the internat ional  system after 1945

It is in this political and psychological context that the new international 
order was established of which the United Nations, the World Bank, the 
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International Monetary Fund (IMF), the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT) and a number of other institutions and treaties formed 
the backbone.20 The Charter of the UN provided a set of norms which 
outlawed all wars except those conducted in self-defence, individually or 
collectively, and those military operations which the UN Security Council 
would mandate in response to an act of aggression. Together with the 
UN Declaration on Human Rights (1949) those documents laid down 
the essential norms of the new international system. 

But how could liberalism, that is the project of a peaceful, democratic 
and humane international order, survive in this odd co-habitation with 
communism? Given the obstacles to ‘normal’ international relations 
between the two ideological camps and considering the frightening 
tensions between them one is surprised to see to what extent the USSR 
participated in the early negotiations for that new world order. Indeed, the 
Soviet government was prepared to underwrite political principles which 
all too obviously contradicted its offi cial ideology and – so far as one 
can know – Stalin’s true intentions. For example, at the Yalta conference 
Stalin signed the Declaration on Liberated Europe which specifi ed that 
multi-party, free elections would be held in all liberated countries. With 
respect to Poland, the document even specifi ed ‘free, unfettered’ elections. 
At Potsdam, he formally agreed to principles of political, social, and 
economic reforms for Germany which specifi cally prescribed practices 
of liberal democracy obviously alien to the Soviet system. What is more, 
the Soviet military authorities tasked with the implementation of those 
agreements honoured at least some of those principles (at least initially) 
or deviated from them only in secret. Obviously they wished to present 
a façade of political respectability. Was this merely an effort to mislead 
Western governments and public opinion, as some would argue, or did 
the Soviet leadership appreciate that it had a great deal to gain from such 
an international system of institutions and practices? 

The answer may well lie somewhere in the middle. Stalin may have 
been undecided on how best to pursue his goals. Recent scholarship no 
longer assumes that Stalin had a ready-made strategy or overall plan 
in his desk. There are indications that he improvised a good deal. We 
have clear evidence that he did not permit Soviet-style coups d’état in 
Western Europe. In Eastern Europe his preference was for ‘voluntary’ 
Sovietisation, achieved by communist election victories and alliances 
with other political forces. In Germany, he apparently hoped for a 
withdrawal of Western military forces and for a gradual merger with the 
Eastern bloc, though a status of ‘neutrality’ might have been acceptable 
for a while.21 While British and American offi cials noticed early on that 



30 palgrave advances in cold war history

their Soviet colleagues were bending or even ignoring the rules, it took 
their governments two years to admit that Soviet compliance would 
probably not be forthcoming. Gradually, the West reacted with various 
forms of diplomatic protest, including the famous speech by President 
Truman on 17 March 1947 (later dubbed the ‘Truman doctrine’) which 
condemned Soviet policy on Greece and Turkey. This was followed by 
the equally famous Harvard speech of June 1947, made by the Secretary 
of State, George C. Marshall, in which the USA offered economic aid to 
Europe (the Marshall Plan). Two years later, after the Berlin blockade, the 
founding of the Atlantic alliance (eventually called NATO) formed part 
of a series of measures and institutions which served to answer Moscow’s 
refusal to play by the rules and to keep their promises. Interestingly, 
however, none of those measures were explicitly directed against the 
USSR or challenged its status as a great power and empire.

What is surprising in hindsight is not the collapse of the wartime 
alliance but the very survival of the new international system even 
though, for several decades, it functioned only in part. While the United 
Nations failed to establish the kinds of military instruments envisaged 
in the charter and failed also to ban nuclear weapons (as suggested in 
1946 with the Baruch Plan) it survived as a forum for debate on measures 
of arms control and later as an instrument for peace-keeping activities. 
The creation of the State of Israel in 1948 and the subsequent efforts to 
come to an agreement over the Palestinian question were perhaps the 
outstanding examples of UN activity during those early years. As for the 
rest, the new international system was off to a slow start as the Soviet 
Union stuck to its crude mixture of aggressive ideology and imperial 
expansion. From a pessimist’s viewpoint the liberal project of a new 
international system existed mostly on paper. 

cr is is  management and l imited wars:  korea and vietnam

How could war be avoided without giving in to Soviet political strategy 
which would ultimately destroy liberalism? One possible answer, as noted 
in Jussi Hanhimäki’s chapter, was the policy of the ‘containment’ of Soviet 
power, as defi ned by Kennan. Yet even Kennan did not hesitate to suggest 
that the West, under American leadership, should pursue a vigorous secret 
policy designed to prevent the creation of further Soviet-type states. 
Propaganda, fi nancial support for anti-communists, the supply of arms 
and even armed intervention, that is to say a wide range of covert action 
measures, would have to be used to prevent the further spreading of 
Soviet power. And since the Soviets had their own covert action measures, 



 the international system 31

a number of confl icts developed in countries which were not openly 
placed in either political camp. Thus the cold war confrontation was not 
one in which war was absent but rather a state of affairs in which each side 
used all means of fi ghting so long as they did not provoke a third world 
war. Their strategies were aimed at ‘stability’ rather than peace.22

As the ‘secret wars’ and the ‘limited wars’ came to characterise cold 
war politics on virtually all sides, the Soviets were at a distinct advantage. 
They did not have a democratic public at home, critically watching 
where the money and the soldiers were being sent. Indeed, the Kremlin 
skilfully exploited those Western weaknesses by lending support to 
Western peace movements, to anti-colonial activists, and to a variety of 
left-wing organisations, including of course the communist parties. Soviet 
intelligence exposed what unsavoury support the West lent to brutal, 
corrupt right-wing dictators. Their policy of infl uence was particularly 
effective during the Vietnam war, not in the least because the USA had 
little or no support from their own allies. It also played a certain role in 
Western movements directed against nuclear armaments.23 

While the two camps fought each other by secret means they also 
began to establish some informal ways of limiting their confrontation. 
After all, none of the great powers were prepared to go to war with 
each other over the unresolved issues of the 1940s. Though neither side 
was prepared to exclude the possibility of using force, both went to 
great lengths to avoid at least a direct military clash. This behaviour 
is perhaps best described as a kind of crisis management which was 
improved gradually, with each crisis, and which eventually resulted in 
some formal changes of the international system. The fi rst Berlin crisis 
of 1948–49 set an important precedent in crisis management. It began 
as a confl ict over economic policies in the four occupation zones of 
Germany and in the four Berlin sectors but suddenly escalated when 
the Soviets blocked all land access to the three Western sectors of Berlin. 
Signifi cantly, they pretended to do ‘repair work’ on roads and railways 
rather than admitting that they were imposing an economic blockade. In 
this way they did not technically violate any written agreements. None 
existed because in 1945 access to Berlin by land and by inland waterways 
had been understood to be implicit in the presence of occupation forces. 
On their part, the Western allied powers responded by organising an 
airlift of unarmed military transport aircraft which travelled along the air 
corridors prescribed by the 1945 four-power air agreement. (Even during 
the Berlin blockade air access was administered by a board of military 
offi cers which included Soviet representatives!) In other words, no side 
directly violated written agreements, though the Soviets clearly acted 
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against the spirit of the Potsdam agreement. Each side was careful not 
to give the impression of an imminent military attack, though military 
personnel and equipment were abundantly visible. While the Soviets 
sought to demonstrate that Berlin was at their mercy, the Western powers 
were able to show off their superior air capacity which made it possible to 
keep the West Berliners supplied with food stuffs and fuel. In the end the 
Berlin airlift turned into a propaganda victory for the West, particularly 
for the USA, in winning the hearts of the Germans and of many others 
in Europe. War was avoided and the Soviets returned to the conference 
table even though two German states were already in the process of being 
established. Inadvertently Stalin convinced the Europeans of the necessity 
for the Marshall Plan and of the need to forge a Western defence alliance 
led by the Americans.24 

In East Asia, the confrontation took a very different form. The Chinese 
regime change created a complex set of issues concerning the international 
status of Taiwan. China’s permanent membership on the UN Security 
Council effectively incapacitated that body because the Soviet Union 
insisted that this seat be transferred to the Beijing government, instead 
of leaving it in the hands of President Chiang Kai-Shek (Jiang Jieshi), 
whose Guomindang government had fl ed to Taiwan (China’s seat was 
not transferred to Beijing until 1971). In the middle of this imbroglio 
the North Korean communists began an assault across the international 
demarcation line (along the 38th parallel) in June 1950. In response 
the United States assembled an international coalition force under UN 
sponsorship. US strategy was based on the assumption that the feeble 
North Korean regime would not have undertaken such a dramatic step 
without political and indeed military backing from Moscow. When the 
communist Chinese regime sent ‘volunteer’ forces across the border 
to fi ght alongside the North Koreans the war assumed a very different 
dimension. Was Korea only the testing ground for a wave of communist 
military offensives elsewhere, particularly in Central Europe? Was the real 
aggressor sitting in the Kremlin? Surely the Soviets had a certain number 
of ‘military advisers’ in Korea. But Western intelligence services could 
not detect any major preparations for a Soviet attack. Therefore the USA 
was careful to conduct the Korean war as a ‘limited war’, that is to say as 
a confl ict without direct great power involvement on both sides. In this 
way the UN military commander, US General Douglas MacArthur, was 
left to deal with a thorny issue. How could he conduct combat against 
the Chinese ‘volunteer’ forces without bringing China into the war, 
thereby without involving the Soviets who had signed a Chinese-Soviet 
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friendship treaty in February 1950? Should he bomb Chinese supply lines 
and send his ground forces across the border to China? From a military 
standpoint this was the logical way. MacArthur coined the famous phrase 
that ‘in war there is no substitute for victory’. But Truman recalled him, to 
howling protests from the American political right. While the number of 
soldiers and civilians killed was immense – perhaps as many as 2 million 
Koreans (on both sides) and well over 50,000 US soldiers – the Korean 
war remained a ‘limited war’. It was followed by an equally ‘limited’ one 
in Indochina, fought between 1946 and 1973 fi rst by France and then 
by the United States.25 

It is important to note that this restraint on the part of the West was 
exercised at a moment when the Soviet Union had performed its fi rst 
atomic test but was still far from having deployable bombs, let alone 
any means of delivery at intercontinental distances. Therefore Truman’s 
decision was not so much motivated by a fear of Soviet retaliation, 
though his British allies did indeed fear a retaliatory Soviet attack in 
Europe, than by a sense that the international system should somehow be 
preserved. This was possible because neither the Korean war nor the later 
confl ict in Indochina was in any sense a war of American self-defence. 
Those wars were not even fought on behalf of or for the protection of 
an indispensable ally (the defence alliance with Japan was not signed 
until a year after the end of the Korean war). Rather, they were fought 
for great power leadership and for a certain idea which the United States 
had about the international system. Thus America’s war in Korea was a 
global message – made with reference to Europe and to South-East Asia 
in particular – that the policy of containment allowed for regional wars 
and that the use of nuclear weapons could not be forecast. To emphasise 
the latter point the US deployed nuclear-armed bombers both to Britain 
and to bases in East Asia. Obviously those strategic forces had no tactical 
purposes either in Korea or in Germany. Their potential targets were in 
the Soviet Union and in China.

The American war effort in Vietnam was less obviously an effort to 
contain Soviet power, though Moscow supplied arms to Hanoi. It was 
even fought at a time when Soviet-American arms control negotiations 
were under way. In the end it was no longer even directed against Beijing, 
as President Richard Nixon made his spectacular visit to China in 1972. 
The Americans ended up fi ghting a Third World communist country, 
North Vietnam, which they could not defeat and whose dependence 
on Soviet and Chinese support did not translate into subservience 
to Moscow or Beijing. For the United States the Vietnam war began 
as a proxy confl ict in support of the French, whose efforts to reassert 
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themselves in Indochina (1946–54) at fi rst received minimal support 
from Washington. From 1949 to 1950 US engagement grew rapidly, 
both fi nancially and with covert support, and was intended both to 
contain communism in South-East Asia and to bolster the USA’s alliance 
with a key European ally. After partition in the Geneva accords of 1954, 
which terminated French engagement in Indochina, the US attempted 
(initially by covert means) to preserve an anti-communist regime in 
South Vietnam. From the late 1950s the Americans attempted to defeat 
the Viet Cong’s insurgency (which received full backing from Hanoi from 
1960 onwards) but essentially they kept alive a corrupt regime with an 
incompetent military. The myth of ‘counter-insurgency’ infl uenced a 
generation of US leaders, among them President John F. Kennedy, who 
believed he had the magic bullet for fi ghting communism. By late 1963 
there were 16,000 US ‘advisers’ in Vietnam. In August 1964, after a naval 
incident off the North Vietnamese coast in the Gulf of Tonkin, the US 
Congress gave President Lyndon B. Johnson wide-ranging powers to 
escalate the war, enabling his administration to order air raids on the 
North from February 1965. Eventually Johnson deployed ground troops 
to South Vietnam in the spring of 1965, bringing the peak total to 550,000 
in 1968. The US military presence grew because more limited campaigns 
had failed to defeat the Vietnamese communists, who were supported 
by the Soviets as well as the Chinese, and to establish a viable non-
communist regime in South Vietnam. The result was a crushing political 
defeat for the Americans and, with 2 million dead, a terrible outcome 
for the Vietnamese people. In April 1975 the Americans withdrew their 
last offi cials by helicopter from the roof of the US embassy in Saigon. 
All of Vietnam was now communist. But this no longer mattered to the 
cold war international system. The USA had long before opened an era 
of negotiations with the USSR and with China.26

It is important to remember that both the Korean and the Vietnam wars 
were fought by coalitions for which America’s extensive system of defence 
treaties provided an indispensable basis, both politically and militarily 
(discussed in further detail in Lawrence Kaplan’s chapter). Beginning 
with the treaties concluded with the Philippines and Japan in August–
September 1951, this alliance system eventually included Australia, New 
Zealand, South Korea, Britain, France, Pakistan and Thailand. Yet it did 
not amount to a regional peace order, as NATO did on the European side. 
At most it supplied the USA with some fi ghting troops and with a large 
number of air and naval bases, storage and recreation facilities which 
were used extensively during those two Asian wars. 
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nuc lear weapons,  arms control  and the hels inki  accords

Despite its crises and wars the cold war international system had a 
remarkable history of negotiations and of institution-building across 
the iron curtain. Immediately after Stalin’s death in March 1953 the idea 
of great power cooperation resurfaced. Churchill, who was re-elected 
Britain’s Prime Minister in October 1951, proposed a follow-up summit 
meeting to the 1945 Potsdam conference where the remaining European 
issues could be resolved. Truman’s successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
subsequently suggested one scheme for cooperating on civilian nuclear 
matters (known as ‘Atoms for Peace’) and another for reducing the fear of 
surprise attack (the ‘Open Skies’ proposal). Though neither were successful 
they signalled a willingness to discuss the new problems of a nuclear-
armed cold war. They also assured Soviet leaders that their country was 
regarded as a legitimate great power and that even its new empire of 
satellite states might be removed quietly from the list of unresolved 
issues. At the same time the Soviets accepted for practical purposes the 
political arrangements which the USA, Britain and France had made with 
the Germans in the Western zones of occupation by creating the Federal 
Republic of Germany (FRG) in 1949, and with Japan a few years later. 

As noted by Lawrence Freedman and Geraint Hughes in their chapter, 
the emerging Soviet nuclear arsenal became an issue of great concern 
in the West. Though there was nothing in international law which 
prevented a sovereign state from acquiring any weapon it chose to develop 
and although the USSR as a permanent member of the UN Security 
Council had a special responsibility to defend the international system 
against aggressors, there remained the issue of its totalitarian political 
system. Would the Soviets build up their arsenal only for purposes of 
deterrence and self-defence or might they, in accordance with their 
stated ideological goals, regard nuclear weapons as a means to force the 
export of communism? In the latter case, would it be prudent or even 
necessary to destroy the Soviet nuclear programme before it could be 
a threat on a global scale? This last point was indeed raised by some 
in the United States, particularly by a few senior military fi gures, but 
it never became policy. Eisenhower, for example, forbade any of his 
offi cials from even considering this option.27 Therefore the US response 
to the Soviet weapons programme remained what Truman had decided 
as early as January 1950, a few months after the fi rst Soviet test. They 
would build a very large nuclear arsenal, including almost unimaginably 
destructive hydrogen bombs. And they would equip the armed services 
with such weapons as fast as delivery systems could be constructed and 
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built. Moreover, the USA would seek to stay ahead technologically and 
to protect their allies so far as feasible.28 

The evolution of nuclear strategy and the related technologies and 
deployments – discussed by Freedman and Hughes, and by Bluth, in 
the respective chapters – shaped to a considerable degree ‘how the cold 
war was played’ (to quote Zbigniew Brzezinski, who served as President 
Jimmy Carter’s national security adviser from 1977 to 1980).29 After 
the 1946 failure to ban nuclear weapons by international agreement, 
the fi rst reaction on the part of the great powers was to acquire those 
weapons for the simple reasons that they might serve as a deterrent and 
that ownership would convey international prestige. Thus the Soviet and 
British programmes came under way as early as 1945–46, even before the 
cold war was publicly admitted to exist. A decade later the French began 
work on their own nuclear deterrent. In making this decision, Britain 
could build on its expertise from the Manhattan Project while France was 
much further behind and could devote fewer resources to the task. The 
lack of US support for the development of the French force de frappe would 
eventually lead President Charles de Gaulle to cool off his relations with 
Washington and to leave the military structures of NATO in 1966. 

The primary purpose of nuclear weapons was to threaten any major 
attacker with the grave risk of a counter-strike of enormous dimensions. It 
is this idea of an existential guarantee, certainly for a nation and perhaps 
also for a particular political regime, which has survived into the post-
cold war era and which possibly lies at the heart of the Israeli, Indian, 
Pakistani, North Korean and Iranian nuclear programmes. Whether or 
not any of those states also intends to annihilate a particular enemy (Iran 
vis-à-vis Israel for example) is unclear. Surely such an intention cannot 
be completely ruled out. For the great powers, nuclear arsenals could be 
seen as an expression of their status as members of the Security Council. 
But what of the implications for other states? Should they acquire nuclear 
arms? Should they seek protection (a ‘nuclear umbrella’) from one of the 
great powers? Could such protection be trusted? Would the world become 
more dangerous with the number of nuclear-armed states increasing? 
One answer was to promote a policy of nuclear non-proliferation, a 
policy which originated right at the beginning of the nuclear age. When 
Britain, the USA and Canada began their Manhattan Project, they did 
so with the intention of excluding their Soviet ally. As it turned out, 
Soviet scientifi c competency combined with a substantial spying effort 
(discussed in Richard Aldrich’s chapter) allowed the Soviets to catch up 
quickly.30 In turn, the Soviets gave limited support to a Chinese nuclear 
project but did not allow other communist allies to proceed along that 
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route. Similarly, from the late 1950s the USA gave limited support to 
the British nuclear programme but sought to discourage other Western 
powers from developing their own national programmes. Among those, 
only France refused to submit to US pressure and produced its fi rst test 
in 1960.

When Soviet–British–American negotiations on non-proliferation 
began in the mid-1960s, they found common ground in excluding 
Germany from the nuclear weapons club. The resulting Non-Proliferation 
Treaty (NPT), which came into force in 1970, implicitly left the door 
open for France and China to be recognised as club members. All others 
would henceforth be classifi ed as non-nuclear weapons states. After years 
of further negotiations nearly all states accepted the NPT. But the refusal 
on the part of India, Pakistan and Israel sent a signal around the world, 
in part because Israel was a close military and political ally of the USA. 
To preserve the notion of equal sovereignty the ‘haves’ promised to the 
‘have-nots’ that their superiority would be a temporary situation, ending 
with the eventual abolition of all nuclear weapons. In 1995, when the 
NPT was turned into a permanent feature of the international system, 
that promise barely survived.31 

The existence of nuclear weapons made it difficult for the two 
superpowers to credibly threaten each other with attack, because of the 
consequences war would have for both sides. With the exception of 
the 1962 Cuban missile crisis (discussed in Chapter 5), the USA and 
the USSR shied away from making specifi c threats to employ nuclear 
weapons against each other. It was signifi cant that in the aftermath of 
this crisis Washington and Moscow signed a number of agreements, 
which included the establishment of a direct telephone link (a ‘hot-line’) 
between the White House and the Kremlin and the conclusion of the 
Limited Test Ban Treaty (LTBT) in 1963, the NPT and the anti-ballistic 
missile treaty of 1972. The two superpowers made the public believe that 
nuclear war was becoming less likely, when in reality the deployment 
of intercontinental missiles in silos and on nuclear-powered submarines 
made it much easier technically to launch a devastating fi rst-strike. In the 
end public sentiment did more to defi ne the international system than 
did military reality. For much the same reason the Soviet, then Russian, 
and the US arsenals could be drastically reduced after the end of the cold 
war. While their remaining stockpiles still exceeded any ‘reasonable’ 
needs, they no longer appeared to concern the US or European publics. 
Eventually nuclear weapons only remained a public issue if owned or 
aspired to by those outside the circle of ‘legitimate’ powers of the NPT.
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Forcing this type of arms control logic on the allies of the USA and 
the USSR did not happen easily. During the 1960s, NATO in particular 
went through seemingly endless transatlantic crises centred around the 
fear of unequal security among its membership. If nuclear weapons had 
defensive functions why should smaller states such as France, Germany 
and Italy renounce part of their right to self-defence? If they did not, 
as anti-nuclear activists claimed, why deploy US nuclear warheads in 
Europe? Eventually, in 1966, only France gave a clear answer by leaving 
the military structures of NATO and requesting the withdrawal of all US 
forces from her territory. The others grudgingly gave in to Washington, 
hoping no doubt to save defence expenditures in return for their second-
class status. 

Although the cold war was a hot and bloody war for much of the Third 
World, those confl icts had remarkably little impact on the international 
system. Perhaps one can say that the great powers remained too 
colonialist in spirit to permit the kind of revolution ‘from the villages’ 
which Mao Zedong and other theoreticians of Third World revolutions 
had envisaged. Surely the anti-colonial rhetoric of both the USA and 
the USSR had little effect on how each of them dealt with their clients 
from the poor South of the globe. Each demanded obedience in return 
for military and civilian aid. Each sought to impose its ideology and its 
national interests, whereby security concerns and the ‘correlation of 
forces’ (a Soviet term for some kind of balance of power thinking à la 
Moscow) were more important than the strict enforcement of ideology. 
Local cultures were tolerated so long as they did not interfere with grand 
strategy as defi ned by the two supreme hegemons. Initially, a number of 
other powers sought to maintain a role in this new mixture of colonialism 
and cold war politics. In the name of anti-communism and ‘counter-
insurgency’ the Netherlands fought to regain Indonesia until 1949. France 
did the same in Indochina and later in Algeria (from 1954 to 1962), as 
did the British in today’s Malaysia during the 1950s. The British-French 
attempt to impose their will on Nasser’s Egypt in 1956 (the Suez crisis) 
is surely the best-known case in which the USA told its allies to leave 
the new ‘great game’ to Washington. Eventually, American oil interests 
became interwoven with cold war politics, leading the USA to expand 
its infl uence throughout the Middle East, leaving Britain with only a 
minor role to play in the region. Portugal maintained its own mixture of 
colonial and anti-communist warfare in Angola and Mozambique until 
1974. South Africa did the same in both countries (and also Namibia) 
until 1989. The USA fought or supported such wars in Latin America, 
particularly in Guatemala and Nicaragua, from the 1960s through the 



 the international system 39

1980s. In each case there was some truth in claims of a communist danger, 
but the raw business and geo-strategic self-interests was only too obvious. 
Only South Africa’s apartheid regime was too obnoxiously racist to give 
even an appearance of anything else, but even there Western support 
– and later the weakness of Western sanctions policies – was justifi ed by 
cold war necessity. 

To be sure, this expansion of the cold war international system did not 
come easily and did not always overcome local resistance. Within the 
Islamic world a strong movement against both Soviet and US hegemony 
evolved. Iran after the 1979 revolution, Ghadafi ’s Libya and the fast-
growing Moslem fundamentalist groups in several Arab states are obvious 
examples of this resistance. The war in Afghanistan, after the Soviet 
invasion of 1979, did much to extinguish those earlier hopes of an Arab 
nationalism supported by Soviet arms and other aid which the Baathist 
movement of the 1950s had fostered in Syria and later in Iraq. The USA 
was quite ready to support such forces, particularly those directed against 
the Soviets in Afghanistan, without asking for any recognition of Western 
democratic values or human rights in return. As a consequence, Osama 
bin Laden’s Al Qaeda, once an indirect benefi ciary of US clandestine 
support, grew to become an important terrorist organisation on a global 
scale, chiefl y directed against US infl uence in the Middle East.32 When 
the Soviets became more actively involved in Africa, following the 1973 
coup d’état in Ethiopia and the collapse of the Portuguese empire the 
following year, the USA responded by expanding its covert operations 
in support of anti-communist ‘local’ forces (such as, for example, Jonas 
Savimbi’s UNITA movement in Angola). As a result, sub-Saharan Africa 
became a cold war battlefi eld. Similarly, Soviet support for various central 
American civil war parties was countered by Washington. After the US 
Congress sought to limit such aid to the Contras in Nicaragua (the guerrilla 
groups fi ghting the left-wing Sandinista regime), the administration of 
Ronald Reagan made a deal with Iran to send money to the Contras in 
return for military equipment Iran needed in its bloody war against Iraq 
(1980–88). This was in spite of the fact that during this same war, the 
longest conventional war after 1945, the USA supported Iraq – as did 
other Western powers and the Soviet Union in different ways and at 
different times.33 

If the policies of both Western and Eastern bloc countries towards the 
Iran–Iraq confl ict illustrated the absurdity of applying cold war logic to 
the Third World, this was by no means the only such case. The original 
ideological positions of the cold war were utterly compromised when 
applied forcibly and by clandestine methods to the Third World. Neither 
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Lenin’s Bolshevist variety of communism nor Roosevelt’s liberal democracy 
combined with market capitalism retained any recognisable value during 
the proxy wars which characterised the cold war confrontation of the 
1970s and 1980s. 

economic,  soc ia l  and cu ltural  changes 
in the internat ional  system

When the membership of the United Nations increased from 51 founding 
members in 1945 to 166 in 1991, the UN became to a large degree an 
organisation concerned with development issues. In 1964, the UN’s fi rst 
UNCTAD conference marked the beginning of its new role in what were 
later called North–South relations. The World Bank was transformed from 
an organisation concerned with rebuilding war-torn Europe to a lender 
for development capital in Africa, Asia and Latin America. Development 
policy therefore became part of international relations.

But what were the principal concepts for dealing with under-
development? Not surprisingly the cold war had a major effect both 
on the guiding ideas and on their application. At the outset there were 
two opposing concepts. Liberals assumed that ‘freedom from want’ (to 
quote Roosevelt) could be achieved quickly by following the successful 
examples of industrialisation in the Western world, telescoped into one 
or two generations. Marxist-Leninists, however, held that poverty was 
essentially the result of an unequal distribution of riches rather than one 
of creating wealth and of allocating it effi ciently by market forces. They 
believed that forced industrialisation along the Soviet model, with the 
state organising and owning capital investment, would produce quick 
results. As it turned out, both concepts were essentially state-oriented. 
Both put the emphasis on large infrastructure projects such as dams 
for irrigation and for hydroelectric plants, airports, harbours, roads and 
urban construction. Industrial investment was directed toward large 
industrial plants such as steel mills and cement works. And both concepts 
underestimated ‘local conditions’ as well as cultural and social factors. 
When it became apparent that those factors impeded rapid growth of per 
capita incomes in most countries, governments were mostly incapable of 
allocating investment wisely. As a result, huge amounts of money were 
wasted in corruption. Eventually the West insisted on a market-driven 
approach with a focus on social improvement. This became the new 
gospel of development policies which began in the 1980s. 
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Overall, however, the results were deeply disappointing. While nearly 
all countries experienced various forms of partial modernisation, high 
population growth rates and a breakdown of traditional social structures 
put an end to the most optimistic scenarios. There appeared to be no overall 
concept which would deliver suffi cient wealth to improve everyone’s life 
and which would establish a sound economic basis for robust democratic 
structures. Nevertheless, development politics generated a vast array of 
international bureaucracies and NGO (non-governmental organisations) 
transnational bodies. At least at that level it produced plenty of jobs. 

How did those activities and institutions fi t into the wider picture of 
transnational economic politics during the cold war? One must go back 
at least to the 1930s to appreciate the wider context. After the liberal 
system of free exchange of goods, capital and labour had been smashed 
by the First World War, the inter-war years produced various ideologies 
of self-suffi ciency or autarky which cast a long shadow on much of the 
cold war era. The Bretton Woods system professed to favour market 
policies, but in reality most countries acted on the belief that political 
prestige abroad and social stability at home required national, that is 
protectionist, answers. The attempts to restore the European empires 
were one expression of this conviction. The creation of economic zones 
of cooperation, secured by tariffs and trade limitations, was another. 

As Alan Milward has argued, European integration which began with 
the Marshall Plan of 1947 and which was eventually based on the Coal 
and Steel Community (ECSC) proposed by France in 1951, belonged 
in that category. It provided for protection and for governmental 
management in those economic sectors where purely national policies 
were insuffi cient.34 In 1949 the Soviets created the Council for Mutual 
Economic Assistance (CMEA, or Comecon) as a zone of economic 
planning and privileged trade with their satellites in Eastern Europe. As to 
the Americans, their declaratory policy of free trade stood in stark contrast 
with their strong tradition of self-suffi ciency. Their unique economic 
strength, however, made it possible for them to pursue a parallel strategy 
of market penetration both in terms of foreign investment by their giant 
corporations and in privileged access to ‘strategic’ resources such as 
oil, uranium and metals.35 Therefore, the Bretton Woods institutions 
never came to full fruition. The free exchange of capital, based on the 
dollar-gold standard, only functioned between 1959, when key Western 
currencies became fully convertible (Japan followed in 1964), and 1971 
when Nixon, under pressure from the fi nancial burden of the Vietnam 
war, abandoned the gold standard. Free trade under GATT took even 
longer to materialise. 
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Eventually, the international system came to be characterised by a 
separation of economic and politico-military power. Certain countries 
such as West Germany, Japan and South Korea reached enormous levels 
of production and wealth but remained ‘dwarfs’ in the traditional state-
based forms of political power. After France and Britain emerged from 
the trauma of decolonisation they found their place as middle powers, 
although they possessed permanent seats on the UN Security Council 
and the elevated status of being ‘legitimate’ nuclear powers under the 
NPT. Western Europe saw an extraordinary ‘economic miracle’, as did 
some smaller East Asian states (the ‘tiger economies’), while the economic 
predominance of the USA diminished. Latin America, South Asia, China 
and the Soviet Union fell far behind or stagnated. The Soviet Union and 
China were great powers but without playing signifi cant roles on the 
economic stage of fast-growing trade volumes. 

The oil crises of the 1970s, resulting from the October 1973 Yom Kippur 
war and the Iranian revolution of 1979, demonstrated that the USA and 
Western Europe were now vulnerable to economic and political pressures 
from Arab oil-producing countries which had no marketable products or 
services for the growing world economy beyond crude oil and natural 
gas, and which were insignifi cant in military terms. But the damage to 
American power was only temporary because the smaller and medium 
sized countries within the Western camp were even more defenceless 
and were thereby forced into a common response under US leadership. 
Moreover, the Soviets could only benefi t from the increase in oil prices 
to a very limited degree. Their petroleum industry suffered from chronic 
under-investment. Their production and transportation costs (particularly 
for Siberian oil wells) were dramatically higher than those of the Persian 
Gulf states. At best the Soviets could somewhat benefi t from the loss of 
prestige which the capitalist West suffered in the Moslem world. Neither 
was China in a position to benefi t in substantial ways. Its economy had 
been gravely disturbed by a series of economic disasters – most of them 
attributable to communist policies – which, after Mao’s death in 1976, 
forced the new leadership into dramatic changes in economic policy (the 
‘four modernisations’ under Deng Xiaoping). 

When the enormous Middle Eastern oil-revenues reached the world’s 
fi nancial markets, they came in the form of ‘petrodollars’. Much of this 
money could not be absorbed by the oil states themselves, at least not 
quickly, and had to be invested in the advanced Western economies 
if it was to yield satisfactory returns. Again, the communist part of 
the world simply could not compete for investment opportunities. 
Neither could it provide those consumer or investment goods which 
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the newly-rich oil barons wished to buy. While the Kremlin leaders 
benefi ted somewhat from exporting Soviet oil for much better prices, 
their communist clients suffered because the ‘domestic’ price for Soviet 
oil was gradually adjusted to international levels. In turn this price hike 
led to soaring state defi cits all around Eastern Europe. By borrowing from 
the West those countries dramatically pushed up their indebtedness in 
hard-currency denomination. This resulted in a slowdown of investment 
and, by the late 1980s, led several states to bankruptcy. Their weakened 
governments would eventually prepare the way for the political 
revolutions of 1989.36

The cumulative effects of the oil crises were felt hardest in the developing 
countries because their own prices for many of their agricultural 
products and for various other raw materials dropped dramatically. 
Many of them lacked the money or even the credit to keep up their 
declining infrastructure from colonial times, or to modernise their post-
independence plants. A few, such as Nigeria and Venezuela, became major 
oil producers but largely failed to make good use of their new riches for 
their societies. Others, like Bolivia and later Afghanistan, became ever 
deeper involved in international drug-dealing. Generally speaking, the 
great majority of developing countries were poorly equipped and given 
little opportunity to benefi t from the dramatic growth of the global 
economy which in turn encouraged a renewal of economic liberalism, 
often called monetarism or neo-liberalism.37 

The full extent of this revolution in economic policies, both at the 
national and at the international level, can only be appreciated if one fi rst 
looks at those older concepts of state interference which preoccupied the 
wealthy countries of the West during the 1950s and 1960s. At that time 
the state owned and ran most public services (railways, airlines, utilities, 
postal services, health services etc.). In some countries, notably Britain 
and France, the state even owned automobile works, steel mills, coal 
mines, banks and insurances because they were considered too important 
for the national well-being to be left to private ownership. In parallel, 
huge government provisions for healthcare, education, old age pensions, 
labour market intervention and unemployment relief had evolved into a 
welfare state which consumed around 50 per cent of GNP, in some cases 
even more. If one takes into account that in those same countries, before 
1914, the state had consumed a share of around 10–15 per cent of GNP, 
one sees the fundamental change which occurred during and after the 
First World War. No doubt that increase in state spending was a response 
to the ‘challenge of socialism’, including the challenge posed by the 
Soviet Union. It was thus – at least in part – a result of the pre-1947 cold 
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war to which reference is made above. During the world economic crisis 
of the 1930s even the United States introduced most of those welfare 
state provisions, though America was much less threatened by the Soviet 
example than was Europe after 1918 and again after 1944–45. While the 
US public sector, after 1945, was signifi cantly smaller than in Western 
Europe, the pressure for economic protection and for public investment 
was stronger than many ‘internationalist’ Americans cared to admit. 

In hindsight it may be diffi cult to believe how many economists and 
scientists came to believe that the Soviet version of modernity might 
be equal or even superior to the Western one, citing Soviet advances 
in space fl ight (such as the launch of the Sputnik satellite of 1957) as 
well as the quality and superior numbers of scientists and engineers. 
During the 1960s the proponents of ‘convergence theory’ argued that 
the gap between the two systems would eventually diminish, and that 
capitalism would acquire characteristics of socialism (and vice versa). The 
habitual forgery of government statistics by the communist regimes, the 
disheartening testimony of refugees, and reports about the mistreatment 
of human rights were routinely brushed aside as temporary problems of 
‘late development’ or of the ‘mistakes of Stalinism’. It was against this 
philosophy of the welfare state and the rosy pictures of the Soviet system 
that both Reagan and the British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, 
propagated their new policies of cutting back state intervention and 
welfare provisions during the 1980s. At the same time they espoused 
a new militancy vis-à-vis Soviet power. Reagan refused to follow the 
path of merely managing Soviet military power via arms control. His 
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI) was as much a political and ideological 
programme as is was a technical one. Thatcher’s neo-liberal rhetoric 
and policies propagated a modern, individualistic capitalism based on 
personal liberty. It was nothing less than an intellectual declaration of war 
on left-wing politics. Her ‘bible’, Friedrich von Hayek’s Road to Serfdom, is 
an anti-communist manifesto which takes economics only as a starting 
point for a militantly anti-socialist political philosophy.38 

Interestingly, the Thatcher–Reagan economic vision was followed 
only guardedly elsewhere in the West. For example, West Germany’s 
Christian-Democrat Chancellor, Helmut Kohl (1982–98), spoke much 
of a ‘spiritual turnabout’ (geistige Wende) toward traditional values but 
refused to cut welfare benefi ts. He did, however, embrace the idea of 
privatising telephone and public transport services as well as a number of 
other state-owned businesses and services. Other governments in Western 
Europe followed suit, even in France where President François Mitterrand 
began his 14 years in offi ce (1981–95) by nationalising certain enterprises 
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and by increasing state spending. Privatisation and market deregulation 
became part of the international economic agenda. The GATT (General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, renamed the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) in 1994) oversaw a process in which markets were opened and 
obstacles to ‘fair trading’ were removed. The World Bank and the IMF 
increasingly made their loans contingent on the recipients’ adherence to 
this new creed. As a result a considerable number of threshold countries 
and even of poor countries suddenly found themselves forced to cut their 
welfare programmes and subsidies. The European Union (EU) – under 
the leadership of Commission President Jacques Delors, a French socialist 
– embarked on a vast programme of privatisation and competition 
policies which produced a remarkable impetus to private capitalism. 
From a framework for market restriction and market regulation the EU 
rapidly transformed itself into an engine for improving international 
competitiveness, brushing aside traditional economic policies dear to 
social democrats and labour unions.39 

To what extent did those changes impact on the international system 
and its institutions? And how did the communist world respond? 
Through a series of complicated and drawn-out negotiations the agenda 
of the GATT (tariff reduction and harmonisation of global trade) was 
gradually implemented. The Kennedy Round of 1967 cut tariffs for 
industrial products by half. The Tokyo Round, concluded in 1979, 
sought to reduce government subsidies. Systematically, all forms of 
open or hidden discrimination against ‘foreign’ products and services 
were being targeted and in large measure eliminated. But other changes, 
particularly those brought about by the ‘computer revolution’, took 
place almost without political or institutional backing. Political actors 
found themselves driven by the effects of such innovations rather than 
controlling them. In other words, the international system changed not 
so much by design as it did by innovation in science and technology. 
Electronic communication made it nearly impossible for dictatorships 
to shield their publics from other cultures, other ideas, and from news 
about their own countries distributed from outside. Radio, television, 
cassette recorders and copying machines became powerful sources of 
unauthorised information, used by dissident forces of different sorts. They 
made obsolete those aspects of state sovereignty which communist leaders 
(and other dictators) had vigorously defended. Information, capital (legal 
and illegal) and intellectual property could now be exchanged at a rate 
never seen before. 

If technology made distances less important and borders permeable, 
a growing international division of labour made countries and societies 
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ever more interdependent. Economic globalisation, which had started 
with European colonialism as far back as the fi fteenth century, built its 
own structures, now often called networks, which far outstripped the 
corset of international institutions established in the wake of the Second 
World War. Aside from private corporations and those older transnational 
institutions relating to religions, to science and to cultural activities, there 
arrived on the world stage a new class of actors known as NGOs. Their 
concerns included human rights (Amnesty International was founded in 
1961), ecological concerns (Greenpeace in 1971 and World Wildlife Fund 
in 1961), and social welfare (Médecins sans Frontières (Doctors without 
Borders) in 1971). Their mission was to challenge the very notion that 
sovereignty could somehow legitimise the systematic violations of 
human rights, the isolation of societies and damage done to the global 
environment. Whether those economic and technical developments, 
combined with the proliferation of non-state networking activities, 
would eventually sweep away the traditional nation-state remains open 
to question.40 

Fundamental changes in cultural norms also had their impact on the 
cold war international system. What is often referred to as the transition 
to post-modernity began to change cold war politics in the West. During 
the 1960s a younger post-1945 generation no longer felt threatened 
by communism and began to oppose the ‘cold war consensus’ which, 
for example, underpinned US intervention in Vietnam. Increasingly, 
representatives of this generation rejected the logic of ‘mutually assured 
destruction’ which dictated the deployment of ever more sophisticated 
nuclear missiles. Ecological concerns (expressed by Green parties) and 
lifestyle issues (such as abortion and gay rights) came to take precedence 
over the ideas and values which had driven the cold war policies from 
the 1940s to the 1960s. Those new movements not only imitated 
each other around the globe but also formed powerful networks of 
cooperation and exchange. Many of their concerns were eventually 
enshrined in international agreements and regimes, monitored by 
international institutions. Waste management, emission control and 
wildlife preservation are among the better-known examples. Those new 
technologies and new international concerns essentially came from the 
rich Western countries who often failed to comprehend that their pet 
notion of ‘sustainable development’ had a very different ring in Third 
World countries. The campaigns for preserving the rain forests are just 
one example where the daily needs of the local populations were widely 
disregarded. The idea of limiting growth to save the planet, powerfully 
propagated by a best-selling study from the Club of Rome (1971), was 
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only one of those eco-pessimist contributions which shaped international 
debates but paid insuffi cient attention to the needs and hopes of the 
world’s poor nations.41 

In the Soviet Union the combination of technological and cultural 
change came to subvert the political system, too. While Moscow built 
for itself and for its allies a vast, unconquerable arsenal of weaponry, 
the performance of its civilian economy increasingly lagged behind. 
Some modest advances consumer goods and a cautious relaxation of the 
empire’s cultural isolation (admitting pop music and jeans, for example) 
only alerted the younger generation to all the Western goods and the 
individual freedom which they lacked. By signing the Helsinki Final Act 
at the end of the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(CSCE) in August 1975 the Kremlin leadership obtained international 
legitimacy for the ways in which it had forcibly reordered the political 
landscape of Eastern Europe. But by conceding to include human rights 
provisions (‘Basket III’ of the negotiations) it allowed foreign journalists 
to work inside the Soviet bloc. Civil rights movements and ecological 
movements communicated their concerns to the world. The Polish 
independent labour union ‘Solidarity’, and prominent dissidents like 
Vaclav Havel or Andrei Sakharov became familiar fi gures around the 
globe, representing a new feeling of ‘one world’ in which state borders 
and nineteenth-century ideologies looked redundant. 

conc lus ions

A decade and a half after the end of the cold war the long-term signifi cance 
of its international system is open to widely divergent interpretations. 
Our own post-cold war perspectives have changed several times since 
then, leaving behind them a trail of mistaken notions and predictions. 
The failure to establish a ‘new world order’ after 1991 is directly related 
to them. It took the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 to realise how 
Western covert operations in Afghanistan against the Soviet Red Army 
(during the 1980s) helped foster radical Islam. It can be argued that the 
American-British 2003 Iraq war may well be another one of those post-
cold war intellectual failures.42

Other parts of the cold war’s ending were managed remarkably well. 
New actors were brought into the major cold war institutions, thus 
enabling them to manage the transition to a new era of global affairs. 
NATO and the EU expanded into Eastern Europe. The Russian Federation 
and a new outward-looking China began to play those roles within the 
United Nations which Churchill and Roosevelt had originally envisaged. 
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The WTO and the various global summit and conference groupings 
also welcomed new members. In that sense, international relations 
became more of a ‘system’ – with a much thicker web of established 
rules, procedures and discussion fora – than they had been during the 
cold war. 

At the same time international terrorism, violent ethnic confl icts, 
and the economic and social backwardness in much of Africa, Asia and 
Latin America make it all too obvious that those (transformed) global 
structures hold few answers to the daily concerns of a third of the world’s 
population. While the technologies and the scientifi c knowledge exist 
with which to cure most of their sufferings, their states and societies 
critically lack the requisite political, economic and social structures to 
implement them. In so many ways neither the suffering countries nor the 
rich are equipped to deal effectively with the crises of the Third World. 
It may be utopian to expect an even distribution of wealth around the 
globe, but even timely and substantial improvements seem impossible 
in a world which is still marked by so much tragic waste of human, 
economic and intellectual resources during the cold war era.43
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2
nat ional  secur i ty  and nat ional  interest

juss i  hanhimäki

[We] have about 50% of the world’s wealth but only 6.3% of its 
population. In this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of envy 
and resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a 
pattern of relationships which will permit us to maintain this position 
of disparity without positive detriment to our national security. To do 
so, we will have to dispense with all sentimentality and day-dreaming; 
and our attention will have to be concentrated everywhere on our 
immediate national objectives. We need not deceive ourselves that we 
can afford today the luxury of altruism and world-benefaction.

In this way George Kennan, who can justly be characterised as having 
been one of the least sentimental of American foreign policy-makers 
in the early cold war era, gave his prescription for the overall goals of 
American foreign policy. Writing in March 1948, he recognised America’s 
tremendous power and the disparity between the United States’ material 
resources and those of the rest of the world. He also clearly believed that 
the foremost goal of US policy was to maintain the edge it enjoyed. And 
he was convinced that in doing so American policy-makers needed to 
forget about the power of ideas, to ignore what, in later years, would be 
referred to as ‘soft power’. As Kennan, at the time the Chief of the State 
Department’s Policy Planning Staff, added: ‘We should cease to talk about 
vague and ... unreal objectives such as human rights, the raising of the 
living standards, and democratization. The day is not far off when we 
are going to have to deal in straight power concepts. The less we are then 
hampered by idealistic slogans, the better.’1

Long before Kennan died in March 2005, national security, national 
interest and the balance of power had ceased to be fashionable terms 
among historians. Many see them as hopelessly boring concepts, offering 
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few new insights into the past. Indeed, even among diplomatic historians 
– the group most obviously associated with national security – the past 
two decades have been characterised by an ongoing debate about the need 
for new approaches to replace the excessive focus on elite perceptions 
and decision-making. Among American diplomatic historians – the group 
that still tends to dominate cold war historiography – this led to a long 
debate (still ongoing) over the need to include more new approaches in 
order to avoid a growing irrelevance of the subfi eld of diplomatic history 
among the overall context of the historical profession. While Michael 
Hunt described the crisis as coming to a ‘closure’ in the early 1990s, any 
casual reader of, say, the journal Diplomatic History will note that a certain 
self-fl agellation continues to the present day. Not even the apparent 
‘resurgence’ of national security as a much talked about concept since 
9/11 has been able to reinsert a sense of relevance among the group of 
scholars that, truth be told, still write history primarily through the lens 
of national security.2

One of the points of this chapter is that while historians in general 
remain uncomfortable – or bored and disdainful – with talking about 
such an ‘old-fashioned’ concept as the balance of power, it is hard to 
deny that for policy-makers in the United States, the Soviet Union, Great 
Britain, France, China and elsewhere, the power relationships amongst 
states mattered a great deal during the cold war. One may fi nd it more 
exciting to try and uncover the gendered tropes of Kennan’s discourse, 
but one cannot deny the hard reality that to Kennan – whose sexism was 
undoubtedly beyond the pale – the more traditional measurements of 
statecraft mattered more than which gendered metaphor he used when 
talking about the French, the Soviets or the Germans. The frequency of 
the term ‘Soviet penetration’ in American discourse is an undeniable 
fact. But for most language was a tool – and in Kennan’s hands a very 
powerful one – to be used to advance what he thought was the best 
way of maintaining a balance of power favourable to American national 
interests, of protecting American national security.3

While balance of power theory is clearly no longer in vogue with 
historians, it has lost – to an extent – its signifi cance among international 
relations theorists as well. Realpolitik is not what it used to be. One 
reason for this is that the cold war ended in a manner that seemed to 
contradict realism as an explanatory tool; with one superpower throwing 
in the towel, giving up its position of power more or less voluntarily. No 
‘serious’ International Relations theorist had thought that such a thing 
was possible (of course, no historian had either, but we wouldn’t want 
to dwell on that!). Power was and is one of the primary currencies of 
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the international system. Like a businessman that would invest money 
in return for guarantees of repayment with interest, any statesman – as 
indicated by Kennan’s words above – would jealously guard and try to 
enhance his country’s position of power. When the Soviet Union exited 
its empire and, within a few years’ time, peacefully collapsed, old notions 
of power – particularly the idea that those who have it will always cling 
on to it – seemingly lost their meaning.4

It is no wonder that as a result of the evident inability for national 
security, national interest and balance of power to offer adequate 
explanations to the end of the cold war, there are new trends in present 
day historiography, in what we have, over the past decade or so, started 
calling new cold war history. A few years ago, one of its best-known 
practitioners offered ‘three possible paradigms’ – ideology, technology, 
and the third world – as the most promising venues for future analysis of 
the cold war.5 This is fi ne. But it seems that these concepts hardly disclose 
the prevalence of the old-fashioned national security ideas in cold war 
history. Indeed, one can make the case that ideology and technology are 
both, to a large extent, variables of national power; certainly in the case 
of the cold war this seems to have been the case. The Third World, in 
contrast, was where much of the second half of the cold war was ‘fought’; 
an arena, broadly speaking, of the then global contest between American 
and Soviet power, ideas and infl uence. All of these, undoubtedly, formed 
core parts of what the leaders in Washington and Moscow considered to be 
in their national interest. The Third World also became, however, an arena 
that led to the realisation of the limits of power and the need to defi ne, 
somewhat like Kennan had in 1948, the limits of national interest.6

National interest, national security mattered; a great deal. But they 
were not the only things that mattered. This chapter will not argue that 
Realpolitik was the only game in town or deny that the various other 
issues that are discussed in other parts in this book – ideology, culture 
– were mere tools in an arsenal of cynical policy-makers. Neither does the 
chapter maintain that ‘national security’ or ‘national interest’ have some 
superior value as tools of analysis. But – by looking at different areas of 
the world – it does maintain that something called the ‘national interest’ 
remains an indispensable part of our understanding about the unfolding, 
development and demise of the cold war as an international system.

approaches to nat ional  secur ity

Perhaps the most promising defi nition of national security has been 
provided by Melvyn Leffl er. One of the pre-eminent historians of US 
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foreign policy during the cold war, Leffl er defi nes national security policy 
as ‘the decisions and actions deemed imperative to protect domestic core 
values from external threats’. By demanding attention on both foreign 
and domestic policy, Leffl er maintains, the national security approach to 
the study of American foreign policy provides ‘an overall interpretative 
framework for studying foreign policy’. In brief, the national security 
approach – at least when defi ned as a paradigm for understanding US 
foreign policy – would bridge the gap between the so-called realists (who 
study the behaviour of states mainly as a consequence of the distribution 
of power within the international system) and revisionists-corporatists 
(who proceed from the assumption that foreign policy is mainly a product 
of a nation’s domestic system). In terms of US policy in the early years 
of the cold war this meant, Leffl er argued in A Preponderance of Power, 
that during the 1940s American policy-makers were driven to a more 
expansive view of US national security policy because the threat to 
America’s domestic core values came from a new kind of foe: the Soviet 
Union. Leffl er maintained that American offi cials were ‘driven by an 
ideological conviction that their own political economy of freedom would 
be jeopardized if a totalitarian foe became too powerful’. In other words, 
to protect American core values (the ‘political economy of freedom’) 
against the Soviet Union (the ‘totalitarian foe’), American policy-makers 
launched a global policy of containment with its various subparts (the 
Truman doctrine, the Marshall Plan, the ‘reverse course’ in Japan) and 
eventually intervened in the Korean War.7

The national security approach as defi ned by Leffl er has obvious 
strengths. Among other things, it recognises that the demarcation 
between domestic and foreign policy is, as John F. Kennedy famously 
put it, a ‘line drawn in the water’.8 Moreover, the national security 
approach is seemingly applicable to almost any country that has the 
characteristics of a modern nation-state. Countries like Great Britain, 
Finland, Australia, Japan, Yugoslavia and China were arguably equally 
consumed in protecting their domestic ‘core values’ from external threats 
as were the United States or the Soviet Union. Of course, their methods of 
protection (i.e. national security policies) varied: very few countries could 
rely on a formidable military machine – let alone a large nuclear arsenal 
– for protection in the form of deterrence. Nor could they change the 
basic facts of geography that might leave some countries more obviously 
exposed to potential security threats than others; Finland’s proximity 
to the Soviet Union shaped its foreign and national security towards a 
very peculiar direction, while New Zealand’s relative isolation may have 
translated into a certain sense of ‘free security’. In brief, the fact that 
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some powers formed alliances while others did not, hardly contradicts 
the national security paradigm as defi ned by Leffl er.9 

Naturally, the national security approach is not a foolproof formula for 
explaining every fl uctuation in the course of the cold war. For example, 
while it may provide a fruitful way of bridging the gap between rival 
schools of interpretation among scholars of American foreign policy, the 
validity of the approach beyond that large but essentially self-contained 
group is not automatic. What if there was a deep contest over the ‘core 
values’ within the borders of a nation? Indeed, the concept is problematic 
when one looks at entities embroiled in civil wars and the process of 
decolonisation. Many new states, for example, may have enjoyed the 
symbols of statehood (own fl ag, currency, seat of government, membership 
in international organisations) but often lacked the ‘sense’ of nationhood. 
The internal confl icts within much of Africa, the Middle East and Asia 
offer plenty of cases in point. Moreover, while the national security 
approach may apply well enough to countries that enjoyed democratic 
‘core values’ – mainly in North America and Western Europe – it is by no 
means obvious that other forms of government confi rm to this analysis. 
Again, one comes back to the end of the cold war and the evident lack 
of widely accepted ‘core values’ inside the Soviet bloc.10

However one defi nes national security and national interest, it seems 
that one can detect at least two simple ways of categorising their relevance 
over space and time. There is little to surprise one here: different countries 
have different national interests and different means of protecting their 
national security. While some such interests are relatively static – countries 
rarely move from one place to another – national security policies still 
seem to be in constant fl ux: technological innovations, political change 
and changes in the international context are among the factors bringing 
about change. What follows is an attempt to review some of the ways 
in which these two categories apply to the various state actors involved 
in the cold war. 

the superpowers:  g lobal isat ion of  nat ional  secur ity

In July 1971, Richard Nixon explained the so-called opening to China 
to a stunned White House staff in simple terms:

The reason why it was done is that they are one-fourth of the world’s 
population … They are not a military power now but 25 years from 
now they will be decisive … Where vital interests are involved, great 
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powers consult their vital interests – or else they’re played for suckers by 
those powers that do.11

Because of statements like these Nixon and his national security adviser 
Henry Kissinger have often been considered the foremost – by some 
almost the only – realists to have been in charge of US foreign policy. 
Indeed, in John L. Gaddis’s infl uential Strategies of Containment, Kissinger 
and Kennan appear almost at par as the two most capable guardians of 
an asymmetric – and realist – national security policy. The opening to 
China and détente with the Soviet Union were the two best examples 
of how they practised what they preached: a policy devoid of excess 
ideological commitment but still consumed with credibility. And, as they 
dealt with the Soviets and the Chinese on non-ideological terms, they 
found that their counterparts in Moscow and Beijing acted in much the 
same manner. The end result was that the cold war was transformed in 
a way that, depending on one’s angle, either hastened or prolonged its 
ultimate demise.

Of course, US national interest was hardly invented by Nixon and 
Kissinger (any more than Brezhnev and Gromyko established Soviet 
national interests). Confl icting national security interests are at the heart 
of most prominent interpretations on the respective foreign policies of 
both the United States and the Soviet Union. For example, it is almost 
too obvious to mention that in the aftermath of the Second World War 
both the United States and the Soviet Union viewed the question of 
Germany as a key issue for the future of their national security; at the 
minimum, denying complete control of Germany’s vast (albeit at the 
time moribund) military and industrial potential to the other side was 
a key to America’s post-war policy in Europe. Perhaps even more so, the 
Soviet leadership under Stalin considered pre-empting the revival of the 
German threat and creation of a security zone in East-Central Europe 
against such a potential threat to be one of its most important post-war 
goals. In the end, there was a stalemate – the division of Germany – that 
satisfi ed the minimum goals of both Moscow and Washington.12

A number of prominent historians of American foreign policy, 
for example, may differ on whether policy-makers in the Truman 
administration exaggerated the Soviet threat or not. But few disagree that 
they considered the policies pursued – from the Truman doctrine and the 
Marshall Plan to the non-recognition of the PRC and US intervention in 
the Korean war – as having been the correct course to advance US national 
security interests as they perceived such interests at the time. Among the 
scholars who regard national security as an important ingredient in the 
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making of American cold war policies, the consensus tends to be that the 
majority of policy-makers viewed the world essentially in ‘realist’ terms. 
Whether they advocated containment in a symmetric or asymmetric 
fashion, whether they viewed the Soviet Union primarily as a military or 
a political threat, the ‘wise men’ of the 1940s and early 1950s agreed on a 
basic principle: American national security faced but one signifi cant threat 
and that emanated from Moscow. Moreover, many of them and their 
successors – whether Democrats or Republicans, career foreign service 
offi cers or politicians – believed that upholding American credibility was 
important for US national security; hence the many interventions in 
faraway corners of the world that characterised the cold war. And when 
one of these interventions went awry – in Vietnam – they searched for 
a new way of promoting US national security interests: hence détente.13

Similarly, most historians would probably agree that one cannot even 
begin to understand cold war Soviet foreign policy without exploring 
the question of national security or, perhaps more accurately, national 
insecurity. This was something that Kennan famously acknowledged 
in his Long Telegram of March 1946 and ‘Mr. X’ article, printed in the 
infl uential journal Foreign Affairs the following year; it was something 
that most biographers of Stalin – whether writing with the benefi t of 
access to Soviet documents or not – would also recognise. While one 
may disagree about the extent to which Stalin actually worried about 
his own security and his position of power as opposed to that of his 
state, almost every aspect of post-war Soviet policy in Eastern Europe 
can be understood as a refl ection of an (often brutally practised) effort to 
maximise the physical security of the Soviet state. While the Soviets acted 
differently in, say, Poland and Romania or Hungary and Czechoslovakia, 
the primary concern – the leitmotif – appears to have been much the 
same. Never again would the Soviet Union be caught unprepared as it had 
been in June 1941. As in the case of the United States – if from a much 
weaker overall position – Stalin’s Soviet Union viewed the containment 
of external threats and, if possible, the extension of its socio-economic 
system, as key to the survival of its ‘core values’.14 

As the cold war matured so too, it seems, did Soviet foreign policy. 
This was true in at least two ways. First, Soviet leaders continued to place 
increasing emphasis on what one can consider ‘traditional’ means for 
safeguarding their security. Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khrushchev, may 
have spoken much about Third World revolutions and there may have 
been a moment of euphoric revolutionary nostalgia when Castro’s then 
youthful fi delistas gained power in Cuba. But any belief in an unstoppable 
wave of Third World communist revolutions – or in the USSR’s interest in 
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supporting them – remained constrained by the reminder, so vividly in 
evidence during the Cuban missile crisis, that the Soviet Union’s security 
was not necessarily enhanced (and could be positively jeopardised) by 
too much involvement in the Third World. The nuclear arms race and 
the gradual move towards détente with the United States were some of 
the major characteristics of the decade that followed. Vietnam – always 
a complicated case due to the Chinese role – became more of a burden 
than an asset for the communist side after North Vietnam’s victory in 
April 1975.15

Second, the Soviet leaders – much like their American counterparts 
– also viewed their security in a more global manner. They intervened 
– unilaterally or with the help of Warsaw Pact allies – in East Germany, 
Hungary and Czechoslovakia to protect what can be viewed as threats 
against Soviet national security and/or its ‘core values’. While Moscow’s 
global engagements never matched in scale those of the United States, 
the Soviet Union became engaged in a game of infl uence, justifi ed in 
part by the need to prevent American domination, in the so-called Third 
World. A part of this game may have been a result of an ideological 
commitment to the expansion of communism, the other side of that 
particular coin was straightforward: the existence of more communist 
states and more Soviet infl uence – notwithstanding the debacle with 
China (of which more below) – translated into enhanced security in 
the form of enhanced support and protection for Soviet ‘core values’. 
Indeed, as one of the doyens of so-called new cold war history puts it: 
‘using ideas as important elements in constructing our interpretations 
of Soviet foreign policy history in no way excludes making use of the 
essential lessons of realism’.16 The globalisation of the cold war may 
have refl ected a contest of ideologies. But it also refl ected the perceived 
need to enhance national security by the accumulation of like-minded 
states. And, in the end, it may have led to an imperial overstretch by 
the Soviet Union, because its ‘core values’ – the socialist system – could 
not be sustained.17

Still, there is much about superpower behaviour that cannot be 
explained by simply focusing on questions of national interest. The 
national security approach – as any ‘grand’ explanation – presupposes 
a certain iron logic, an unshakeable rationality, in policy. It leaves little 
room for personal idiosyncrasies and the possibility that policies that 
may have been justifi ed as being in the national interest may well have 
been primarily important as a means of pursuing personal – political or 
bureaucratic – advancement. Why did Lyndon Johnson delay the decision 
to send US ground troops to Vietnam until after the 1964 presidential 
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elections? Why did Richard Nixon time his visits to China and the Soviet 
Union to coincide with the presidential election campaign of 1972? Were 
some of Henry Kissinger’s initiatives driven more by his desire to gain 
the upper hand in bureaucratic politicking rather than a more ‘noble’ 
pursuit of US national interest? Was Reagan a calculating practitioner of 
Realpolitik or ‘just’ an amateur ideologue that got lucky?

Similar questions must be asked about Soviet policies. Again, 
conceptions of national security and insecurity help explain much of 
Soviet policy. Even the most disagreeable Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, was, 
Vladislav Zubok and Constantine Pleshakov maintained in their 1996 
book, ‘closer to a cynical Realpolitik than to the idea of world revolution’.18 
Other Soviet leaders were equally driven by – or limited in the choice 
of their action – by an understanding of national security or insecurity. 
Khrushchev talked in rash terms about burying the West but was also 
worried about the supposed irrationality of China’s ideological challenge 
and keen on confi rming the Soviet Union’s position as a superpower 
through a tentative détente with the United States. And, most of all, 
how can Gorbachev’s policies ever be truly explained as some sort of 
expression of national interest?19 

The point, therefore, is not that for the Soviet Union and the United 
States national security was more important than ideology. Rather, it 
seems that the whole juxtaposition is artifi cial. In 2003 Les Gelb and 
Justine Rosenthal wrote that ‘We have passed from an era in which 
ideals were always fl atly opposed to self-interests to an era in which 
tension remains between the two, but the stark juxtaposition of the past 
has largely subsided. Now, ideals and self-interests are both generally 
considered necessary ingredients of the national interest.’20 Although 
Gelb and Rosenthal basically referred to the post-cold war – and even more 
specifi cally to the post 9/11 – era in American foreign policy, their central 
point could have been made at almost any time during the cold war. And 
the same, to a large extent, applied to Soviet foreign policy. Ideology was 
not separable from interests. If anything it was an ‘interest’ in itself.

al l ies,  stooges and puppets: 
( in)secur ity systems in europe

Another truism that has emerged from the past quarter of a century of 
historical research is that despite the imbalance of power that separated 
the United States and the Soviet Union from the rest of the pack of 
nations that comprised the cold war international system, neither 
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superpower could simply dictate the terms of policy to its respective allies, 
or ‘puppets’. While it has been evident for a long time that countries 
like Great Britain and France exercised signifi cant (if not preponderant) 
infl uence on the shaping of American policy in Europe, the Middle East 
and South-East Asia after the Second World War, recent fi ndings from the 
‘other side’ have signifi cantly altered our earlier view of East Europeans 
as docile stooges of the Soviet Union. As, for example, Hope Harrison has 
vividly demonstrated, the Soviets chose to erect the Berlin wall because of 
the growing pressure from their East German ‘allies’ that do not emerge 
as the simple puppets or stooges that earlier literature had indicated.21

The significance of such observations for this chapter’s topic is 
obvious: the cold war, for all its pervasive infl uence, did not mean that 
France and Britain, Poland and Romania, Japan and Germany suddenly 
ceased to have national interests and national security policies of their 
own. Moreover, there were countries, such as Switzerland and Sweden 
that chose to continue along a well-tested national security policy of 
neutrality. Charles de Gaulle’s France in the 1960s and Tito’s Yugoslavia 
in the 1940s may have been the most obvious cases of allies steering a 
strongly independent course – based heavily on their perception of their 
countries’ national interests – during the cold war. But, as much recent 
research suggests, they were by far not the only examples, neither in the 
West nor the East.22

There is plenty of evidence for the prevalence of independent national 
security policies among Western Europeans. With some exceptions, the 
countries that joined NATO shared, after all, a similar democratic system: 
their leaders, apparently, judged that the best way of defending their 
domestic core values was through an alliance with a like-minded nation 
that held the necessary military and economic assets needed to contain 
the totalitarian foe from the East. Others may have viewed NATO as a 
means of preventing another revival of the ‘German menace’. In short, 
to paraphrase the quip attributed to Lord Ismay (NATO’s fi rst Secretary-
General), it was national security interests – to keep the Germans ‘down’ 
and the Soviets ‘out’ – that necessitated that the Americans stay in.23 
Yet even within the unprecedented framework of transatlantic – and 
European – cooperation specifi c national interests prevailed.

The best example of such independence of action, deriving its force 
from a specifi c national interest, is, of course, that of de Gaulle’s France. 
From France’s own ‘opening to China’ in 1964 and the President’s visit 
to Moscow two years later, to its development of the force de frappe and 
exit from NATO’s integrated military structure, the list of the general’s 
independent initiatives is almost endless. Whether such efforts were 
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directed by illusions of ‘grandeur’ or concern over domestic protest 
that demanded innovative foreign policy, de Gaulle was undoubtedly 
pursuing his specifi c vision of what was good for French national interest. 
If anything, it was easier for a nation like France (or Britain, or any other 
NATO ally of the United States) to frame its specifi c foreign policy around a 
vision of national interest. Lacking (well, for the most part) in imperial and 
global pretensions, they could focus on pursuing a more tightly defi ned 
national security policy. This remains an obstacle to the development of 
a truly common foreign and security policy within the EU.24

While independence had its limits, as the British and the French 
discovered during the Suez crisis, national interests remained central and 
were linked – both then and now – to the defence of certain domestic core 
values that, though similar, were hardly identical to those of the United 
States. The widespread European criticism of American involvement in 
Vietnam, for example, refl ected a deeply sensed frustration over being 
relegated to second-class citizens in the global cold war game. But it often 
also relegated a sense that the globalisation of American policies and 
the coinciding shift of US focus away from Europe lowered the defences 
against the threat, to many policy-makers still very real in the 1960s and 
1970s, emanating from the East. Seen in this light détente was a means of 
guarding West Europeans’ national security interests. Of course, different 
countries had different interests – Willy Brandt’s Ostpolitik was in large 
part geared towards the ultimate goal of German unifi cation. The broad 
point is, though, that within a ‘matured’ cold war context, national 
interest was more openly on display in the policies of America’s West 
European allies than during the early cold war years. 

Independent security policy within the Soviet bloc – and avenues open 
to express specifi c national interests – was far more circumscribed and, 
at times, brutally repressed. The danger of ‘national deviation’ was, after 
all, the term used to justify the repression in the bloc, particularly after 
1947–48. In theory, everything was subjected to a Soviet veto; if a national 
security interest existed and dictated policy it was Moscow’s vision of 
national security. The East Germans in 1953, the Hungarians in 1956, the 
Czechs in 1968 bore witness to the overriding demand for uniformity. 
Nevertheless, even within this system that was devised to serve Soviet 
security interests there was room for specifi c national interests to affect 
policy.25 For example, as Wilfried Loth has argued, these differences 
in national interest became increasingly evident after the Warsaw Pact 
intervention in Prague in August 1968. By the early 1980s, according to 
Loth, such a joint intervention was no longer possible, because détente 
had increased the differences in national interests among the Warsaw 
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Pact countries. In the end, the Polish leader General Wojtech Jaruzelski, 
fearing a possible collapse of ‘socialism’ and viewing this as a threat to 
Poland’s national security, decided to impose martial law in Poland in 
December 1981.26

Indeed, one of the ironies of the cold war in East-Central Europe 
was that – much as was the case in Western Europe – as the balance of 
power between the superpowers became more recognised and stabilised 
within the context of détente, the countries that were part of the Soviet 
system pursued their own national interests in more assertive ways. The 
difference was that, unlike in the West, the ‘core values’ of the political 
elite in the East were not the same as those shared by the majority of 
the population (a fact Jaruzelski, among others, clearly recognised). By 
the late 1980s, this particular credibility gap began to threaten – and 
eventually contributed to the collapse of – the post-war Soviet bloc 
system. The gap had been opened, though, several decades earlier by a 
growing confrontation between the two largest socialist states. 

ch ina:  a spec ia l  case?

Since the fi nal victory of Mao’s armies in 1949, the PRC has represented a 
major force in international politics. Indeed, a strong argument has been 
made that China’s role in determining the course of the cold war was 
central. While 1949 heightened America’s security concerns and greatly 
propelled the division of the world; the Sino-Soviet confl ict in the 1960s 
transformed Soviet security policies and the so-called opening to China 
in the early 1970s brought about a new era of tenuous stability into 
international relations. In the ensuing endgame of the cold war, Deng 
Xiaoping’s China – by choosing the road to economic modernisation 
– greatly eroded the viability of socialism as an alternate system. In short, 
events in China propelled the major transformations of the cold war 
international system.27

The irony is that while the impact of China’s choices on the course of 
the cold war may have been revolutionary, its policies can quite easily be 
viewed as refl ecting a fundamentally conservative perception of China’s 
national interest rather than a series of ideologically driven obsessions. 
Interventions and military aid to North Korea or Vietnam, for example, 
may have refl ected a desire to support revolutionary movements. But 
they were also aimed at regimes within China’s ‘near abroad’, within the 
PRC’s immediate security zone. Alternatively, it has also been argued that 
Chinese policies after 1949 were driven by a need for greater internal 
unity after decades of civil war. Demonising the West, and the United 
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States in particular, as counter-revolutionary agents provided a natural 
vehicle for mobilising the incipient need for such internal unity. Later, the 
Soviet Union – useful as an ally in the fi rst decade of the PRC’s existence 
– emerged as such a ‘useful threat’; today, one could argue, Japan has 
once again claimed a role of an external enemy (as seen in, for example, 
the controversies over Second World War textbooks) that may be needed 
to prevent globalisation from destroying a sense of Chinese unity.

In this sense, it is relatively easy to argue that the national security 
approach actually applies quite well to the supposedly special case 
of China. This is not to argue that Mao and others were not true 
revolutionaries or that ideology did not matter. But ultimately, once in 
power even Mao would fi nd himself considering seriously the imperatives 
of such seemingly ‘capitalist’ and ‘imperialist’ notions as national interest 
and national security. If the Soviets embraced what Zubok and Pleshakov 
call a revolutionary-imperial paradigm, then the Chinese were driven by 
a revolutionary-nationalist paradigm. In terms of national security and 
foreign policy this translated into a degree of fl exibility often downplayed 
in recent literature that tends to (over) emphasise the signifi cance of 
ideological considerations. In later years, and increasingly since the end 
of the cold war, the nationalist part has become prevalent in Chinese 
discourse and what passes for popular politics in a Chinese political 
system still dominated by the Communist Party.28

Indeed, the survival of communism in China may owe a great deal to 
the ability of post-Mao elites to emphasise a sense of Chinese national 
interest. Unlike the Soviet Union, China did not ‘purchase’ its cold war 
security via the imposition of its own imperialism in neighbouring states. 
Rather, China’s national security and national interest was based upon a 
historical sense of having been wronged by external powers. Whatever 
the problems resulting from communist rule, Mao’s successors could 
claim a gradual progression in this regard. A resurgence of Chinese 
nationalism and a sense of a truly ‘Chinese’ national interest was one 
of the by-products of China’s emergence as an increasingly important 
player in international affairs after the 1970s. Ironically, at the time of 
writing, this development is a troubling one in the eyes of many Western 
observers.29

global  insecur ity:  co ld war in the th ird world

It has already been pointed out repeatedly that national security and 
national interest, while important determinants of foreign policy choice 
to most countries, were not the sole factors explaining the course of the 
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cold war. In particular, the case of the so-called Third World presents a 
conundrum to anyone wishing to analyse them as a whole. Nor is the 
purpose here to argue that countries as different as Cuba and Pakistan, 
Indonesia and Peru, should be examined as one group. It is simply to 
suggest that the idea of a national interest should never be overlooked 
even in parts of the world where – aside from a desire to remove as much 
of the external infl uence as possible – a true national interest is diffi cult to 
discern. In particular, it would be diffi cult to apply the national security 
approach to more than a select few of Third World countries, simply 
because so many of them were embroiled in extended internal confl icts 
over their own future. But a few general points should be made.

First, it is obvious that to many countries and their decision-makers, 
the Third World mattered as a national security issue. It was, for example, 
against the American national interest – and in contrast in the Soviet 
national interest as defi ned in the 1950s and 1960s – to have Cuba 
dominated by Castro. For the United States, access to the Persian Gulf 
region emerged as an increasingly important national security issue 
during the second half of the cold war; hence, a contest of infl uence in the 
Middle East between the United States and the Soviet Union – a contest 
largely ‘won’ by the United States but not without its unhappy long-term 
consequences – became one of the defi ning themes of the 1970s and 
1980s.30 Moreover, the old imperial countries – France and Britain in 
particular – attempted to maintain their infl uence in the former colonies 
through various forms of association. For example, the establishment 
and existence of the British Commonwealth was hardly a predominant 
cold war security issue. But it caused many a cold war-related agonising 
reappraisal between London and Washington.31

Second, there were many so-called Third World countries that utilised 
the existence of the cold war to the benefi t of their national interest and 
national security policy. Pakistan is one example of an ally of the United 
States that was able to maintain a formidable, partly US-funded, military 
machine and not make serious concessions with regards to its internal 
politics. A number of Latin American states did the same, although there 
is a difference that needs to be noted. In Latin America, the United States 
never fully came to terms with supporting dictators that did not have 
much else to offer than military rule and opposition to communism. 
There were efforts – Kennedy’s ‘Alliance for Progress’ foremost among 
them – to enforce positive social change in Latin America. Yet, in part 
because of the spectre of another Cuba in the Western Hemisphere, 
American policy-makers usually concluded that immediate national 
security considerations demanded continued support for strong rulers. 
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National interest – or the perception thereof – ultimately came fi rst, often 
with debilitating consequences to Latin American democracy.32

Third, the logic of national interest seems to lose much of its explanatory 
power when one considers the many military confl icts that emerged in 
the process of decolonisation. After all, it would be diffi cult to argue that, 
say, Congo or Angola had a clear national interest in the 1960s or 1970s. 
Emerging from a civil war, the new leaders – such as Mobutu Sese Seko or 
Agostinho Neto – initially had a strategy for survival against internal and 
external threats. In some countries – such as Vietnam – the presence of 
large foreign contingents defi ned the confl ict in clear terms while allowing 
one side to present the other as a stooge of ‘imperialism’. The confl icts 
themselves were in a sense rooted in different visions of national interest 
that, in turn, were defi ned by the overall context of the cold war system. 
It became clear to many newly emerging states that in order to safeguard 
their national security and newly gained independence, membership 
in the UN or other international or regional sub-groupings (such as the 
Organisation of African Unity, or OAU) was hardly enough.33 

In terms of the national security approach there was little obvious 
logic to any of this, showing the limits of the usefulness of any theory 
designed as a tool for understanding the behaviour of one nation. But 
it seems that neither external involvement in nor the internal debacles 
within various post-colonial states could have been shaped without the 
various players seriously considering their present or future, national 
interest. That they lacked internal agreements on such interests and were 
constantly being subjected to the national security policies of external 
players only exacerbated and prolonged many of the Third World’s 
security problems.

conc lus ions

National interest and national security did, in short, matter a great 
deal. We cannot even begin to understand why the United States kept 
its troops in and gave economic aid to Western Europe and Japan or 
why the Soviet Union exercised hegemonic infl uence in East-Central 
Europe, without taking into account their respective national security 
considerations. There was, as there always tends to be, continuity and 
change. The Soviet Union, for example, acted in a number of ways like its 
imperial Russian predecessor. Yet it did not simply follow a Tsarist course; 
revolution mattered, construction and expansion of the community of 
socialist states was an important goal.
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When set against some recent fi ndings about the importance of culture 
and the complexities of ideology for the unfolding of the cold war, one 
can draw at least one general and somewhat trite conclusion: the more 
things changed, the more they stayed the same. That is to say, the more 
the cold war pervaded people’s consciousness and became part of the 
daily lives of a great number of people on the planet, the harder did 
policy-makers work to adapt their respective country’s national security 
policy to meet the needs of change. But one thing remained obvious: 
whether one was in Washington or Moscow, Prague or Bonn, Paris or 
Beijing, the policy-makers made sense of their world and drew conclusions 
based upon an understanding that their nation – whatever its internal 
structure – had a distinctive national interest. The difference between 
democracies and dictatorships – be they right-wing or left-wing – was 
essentially in the way in which the rulers of totalitarian states tended to 
equate national interest and national security with their own personal 
interests and security. The other major difference had to do with the 
means at each nation’s disposal: whether they possessed nuclear weapons 
and overseas bases, what their economic resources were, and – equally 
importantly – how they were viewed abroad by friend and foe alike. One 
curious thing about the cold war was how it did ultimately become a war 
in almost all fronts aside from the outright military one between the two 
major protagonists. Unlike in previous periods of history, national interest 
and national security could thus be pursued in any number of ways, 
while culture, propaganda, economic incentives, military assistance (or 
deprival thereof) could all be viewed as part of the ever-growing arsenal 
at the disposal of strategic planners.

In the end, one can only close by stressing three basic points. First, 
national security and conceptions of national interest mattered a great 
deal during the cold war. They were taken into account when countries 
and their leaders fashioned policies that affected the course of the cold 
war. National interest was, in other words, a highly relevant factor that 
would be foolhardy and mistaken to ignore in any account of the cold 
war. Second, national interest, alone, does not explain everything. In 
some cases it may have been wholly irrelevant to the developments 
under way. The case of new states – which at times developed into failed 
or failing states – that emerged during the process of decolonisation 
is one example of the inadequacy of the national security approach 
as an overall interpretative framework for cold war history. Third, and 
perhaps more important, the increasingly global and ultimately almost 
total nature of the cold war meant that the concept of national interest 
and national security was constantly in a fl ux, depending on external 
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events, the internal political situation in any given country, and the 
process of technological and economic change.

In understanding the cold war as an international system or in 
reviewing any period, crisis or policy one cannot, nor should one, shy 
away from the seemingly old-fashioned terms national interest or national 
security. There was, of course, much more to the cold war than rational 
statesmen designing rational policies, based on careful calculations of 
power and interest. But historians of the cold war should keep in mind 
– a fact that at times seems to have been forgotten in our effort not to 
become too isolated from the mainstream of the historical profession 
– that something called the ‘national interest’ remains an indispensable 
part of our understanding about the unfolding, development and demise 
of the cold war as an international system. The relevance of national 
security as a conceptual tool for understanding the cold war remains 
indispensable.
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The role of ideology in cold war historiography and, more in general, in 
the development of the contemporary international system, has been 
a source of academic dispute. Hans Morgenthau, the father of modern 
realist thinking in international relations, believed that ideas can be 
reduced to structure. According to this explanation, ideologies occupy 
a secondary place to the power relationship, which remains the basic 
conceptual tool to analyse the international system. Yet, according to 
other schools of thought, ideology has its own sphere of infl uence: beliefs 
and principles that regulate human behaviour constitute a factor that 
cannot be reduced to material and institutional considerations. This is 
particularly true for the contemporary world: whether one agrees or not 
with Karl Dietrich Bracher, who defi ned the twentieth century as the 
century of ideologies, it is undeniable that throughout the past century 
most political systems felt an increasing need to surmount their political 
activities with an ideational justifi cation.1 Modern political systems, in 
other words, require ideological means to boost their legitimacy: large 
groups are more easily mobilised under vague value-laden slogans than 
geopolitical and pragmatic security considerations, and modern societies 
can sustain high levels of mobilisation and deprivation for a long time 
only if duly motivated. The First and Second World Wars demonstrated 
the uses and abuses of ideologies by various political regimes. The growing 
politicisation of the masses transformed the political landscape in Europe 
and elsewhere. New global visions of the international order began to 
challenge the old elitist notion of an international system based on the 
balance of power. 

Historians realised, accordingly, the need to reintroduce ideology 
into their debates in order to come to grips with the transformations 
of the twentieth century. Bracher, among others, defi nes ideology as a 
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Weltanschauung, a vision of the world, which implies a signifi cant amount 
of simplifi cation and of exploitation of political ideas in order to mobilise 
and control large masses of population. This interpretation is a useful 
conceptual tool to understand the history of the twentieth century, but it 
can be applied mostly, if not exclusively, to those political systems which 
used ideas as a straightjacket to discipline their societies.

A different interpretation comes from the work of a number of 
sociologists and anthropologists. Clifford Geertz, in particular, has defi ned 
ideology as an instrument which serves the purpose of rendering ‘otherwise 
incomprehensible social situations meaningful, to so construe them as to 
make it possible to act purposefully within them’. For Geertz, ideologies 
are ‘maps of problematic social reality and matrices for the creation of 
collective conscience’.2 From this perspective, ideology can be regarded 
as the cognitive framework through which individuals as well as entire 
societies interpret and attribute a meaning to the world that surrounds 
them. Here ideology loses most of its negative connotation, present in 
Bracher’s defi nition, and becomes a conceptual tool to investigate the 
mindset of politicians and other actors of the international system. It 
is no longer a superfl uous, irrelevant superstructure that obfuscates the 
realities of ‘hard’ power. Rather, it is a component of the international 
system as real as the – supposedly more ‘realistic’ – power-based relations 
between the states.

Both interpretations affected recent historiography of the cold war, 
expanding its scope far beyond narrow diplomatic history, and its 
realist and neo-realist interpretations. There is a new understanding 
that ideological and cultural factors not only accompanied the ‘basic, 
structural’ causes of the global confrontation, but also played an 
autonomous role in that historical drama. It may appear that researchers 
have fi nally returned to the much earlier traditional interpretation of the 
cold war as primarily an ideological contest, or rather the clash between 
the democratic ‘free world’ and the totalitarian countries guided by the 
ideology of Marxist-Leninism in its various permutations. In reality, 
however, the rediscovery of ideology in the cold war does not mean the 
return to the totalitarian model. Rather, it means further development 
of those approaches that emerged because the ‘totalitarian’ model no 
longer dominated the fi eld. By stressing the meaning of ideology as the 
cognitive process through which individuals shape their image of the 
world and make sense of the reality that surrounds them, historians have 
begun to re-evaluate the importance of the ideological dimension as the 
mental framework used by policy-makers to look at themselves and at 
their international policies. 
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As in any transition from theoretical discussion to empirical research, 
there is a natural diffi culty in exploring the role of ideological factors in 
the cold war. To begin with, was there a common Western view of the 
cold war and of the Soviet Union? Was there, in other words, anything 
even vaguely resembling a cohesive Western ideology, mirroring the 
Soviet one? Bracher seems to believe that in the period between 1945 and 
1950, the rejection of the totalitarian experience and the widely shared 
appreciation of liberal democracy united the Western Europeans and the 
Americans and were widely supported on both sides of the Atlantic.3 Yet 
according to Melvyn Leffl er, in the early years of the cold war there was 
no such a common view – or at least it would be misleading to emphasise 
its importance. Leffl er believes that it was a simplifi cation ‘to frame 
international politics in the initial post-war years as a struggle between 
tyranny and American freedom’. He then evokes specifi cally Lundestad’s 
concept of ‘empire by invitation’ by the Europeans. He warns that it 
should not be understood in terms of the appeal of American ideology 
of market capitalism and democracy; nor should it ‘be understood to 
mean that those soliciting or accepting American assistance had the 
same motives or concerns as did the United States or shared the same 
values as did Americans’.4 

Thus, if one looks beyond the many offi cial statements of faith in 
liberal democracy and free-market capitalism, and starts searching for 
less fuzzy concepts than a generic anti-communism and a deep distrust 
and dislike of the Soviet Union, its regime and its practices, it is diffi cult 
to come up with a common Western creed that could mirror the view of 
the world that characterised the Soviet Union and its leaders. Differences 
of mentality and the gradations in threat perceptions complicated the 
transatlantic relationship throughout the cold war. The US and Western 
European leaders learned this at their own expense during the many 
crises that beset their alliance. While in Europe this divergence was more 
subdued, as the perception of a Soviet threat there was more palpable, in 
the rest of the world the USA often found itself at odds with the British 
and the French. ‘Out-of-area issues’, as they became known in NATO 
jargon, beleaguered the Atlantic alliance almost from the start.5 As Frank 
Ninkovich put it, ‘abroad, American globalism was welcomed when it 
accorded with the self-interest of the allies, but it seemed eccentric and 
utopian when they derived no immediate benefi t from it’.6 This diffi culty 
in squaring interpretations of non-European events, moreover, was only 
one of the many discrepancies in the Western European and American 
approaches to the confrontation with the Soviet Union. 
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The discussion of ideological factors in the cold war has only begun 
to map out this phenomenon. In our chapter we will deal with the most 
controversial and interesting issues to emerge. First, we summarise what 
the historiography says about the specifi c content and peculiarity of 
‘American ideology’ in US foreign policy, in particular during the cold 
war. Second, the chapter covers ideological perceptions and projects that 
existed during the cold war in Western Europe. Third, we will look at 
an amalgam of ideologies that existed within the Soviet bloc and, more 
broadly, under the umbrella of world ‘communism’. Finally, we deal with 
the recent views of Soviet ideology and its evolution during the cold war, 
especially with regard to the ultimate changes in Soviet behaviour that 
led to the unexpected and peaceful end of the global confrontation. 

what was american ideology about? 

A common tenet of cold war historiography is that the USA always 
had a much more ideological approach to the Soviet Union than its 
European partners. US policy, in other words, has generally been regarded 
as strongly infl uenced by ideals, morality and principles, whereas the 
Western Europeans featured a supposedly value-free, more traditional 
inclination to pursue a realistic approach, fully attuned to the old-
fashioned belief in the principles of the balance of power. This may 
as well have been the case, but if one tries to move beyond this initial 
generic assumption one soon fi nds out that there has been little, if any, 
scholarly consensus on how much US foreign policy itself was infl uenced 
by such an ideological outlook and on what was its actual weight in the 
day-by-day policy-making process. Nor has there been any agreement 
whether the presence of an ideal dimension – as opposed to a supposedly 
hard-nosed, realistic one – was benefi cial or detrimental to the fortunes of 
American diplomacy. Particularly, in the early years of cold war studies, 
the most important historical schools paid little – if any – attention to 
the ideological dimension of the confl ict.

Ironically, the most remarkable proof of the strength of ideological 
infl uences on the early US cold war policies can be found in the writings 
of American ‘realists’. Historians, political scientists and policy-makers 
who had been trained according to the realist school of foreign policy, 
from Hans Morgenthau to George Kennan to Henry Kissinger, decried 
the presence of an idealistic component in US international behaviour 
as an obstacle to the implementation of a more practical, down-to-earth 
version of diplomacy.7 Ideology, from a realist point of view, was a mix 
between an encumbrance and an almost inescapable vagary forced upon 
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otherwise wise and sensible statesmen by the whims of American public 
opinion. According to realism, great powers pursue their national interests 
without being unduly concerned with moral issues and lofty principles, 
and the USA should stick to this rule. Kennan himself expressed this 
notion in a much-quoted paragraph – ‘We should cease to talk about 
vague objectives such as human rights, the raising of living standards, 
and democratisation. The day is not far off when we are going to have 
to deal in straight power concepts. The less then we are hampered by 
idealistic slogans, the better.’8 From this perspective, the typical American 
belief in representing a unique chapter in the history of mankind, and 
the insistence on viewing the USA as the last bastion of liberty in a world 
besieged by obscure forces bent on extinguishing the last sparkle of hope 
for civilisation, constituted more a liability than an asset. According to 
another realist, Walter Lippmann, the American habit of regarding a new 
variation to the old game of power politics behind a Manichean vision of 
a fi ght to death between good and evil negated any legitimacy to the other 
side and its interests, thereby making impossible the conduct of ‘normal’ 
diplomacy. Lippmann believed that US foreign policy was substantially 
correct in its response to Soviet expansionism, but its implementation 
was hampered by the need to hide what was essentially more or less 
traditional conduct behind a universal moralist language that could 
appeal to, and be recognised by, American public opinion. 

In another irony, the revisionist scholars, themselves not alien to 
various, often radical ideological views, largely overlooked the impact 
of ideological factors on US foreign policy. Following in the footsteps of 
William Appleman Williams’ The Tragedy of American Diplomacy, they 
insisted that the real rationale of American foreign policy was its economic 
drive to expand and dominate foreign markets in order to support a cycle 
of perennial capitalist growth. In this perspective, ideology has been 
assigned a much less meaningful role, namely that of an instrument 
more or less consciously manipulated by the elites to align public opinion 
behind their economically-determined choices. 

The so-called post-revisionist ‘synthesis’ stressed the importance of 
the US perceptions of the Soviet threat, thereby opening a path towards 
the study of the policy-makers’ mindset. It also admitted that different 
interpretations of the correlation of forces and the balance of power could 
emerge from different economic beliefs (Keynesian or anti-Keynesian), 
and this in itself could be the key variable in understanding the genesis 
and the development of the cold war.9 Summing up the previous disputes, 
Michael Hunt wrote in his pioneering study on American foreign 
policy ideology:
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Twentieth century US foreign policy has been depicted in terms of the 
pursuit of overseas markets essential to stability and prosperity at home. 
It has also been treated as an extended struggle between clear-eyed 
realists on the one hand and fuzzy-minded moralists, opportunistic 
politicians and a mercurial public on the other. These approaches, 
whatever their merits, are by themselves incomplete, for they deal 
inadequately with one of the most notable features of American policy. 
And that is the deep and pervasive impact of an ideology with its roots in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The power and persistence that ideology 
acquired has not been suffi ciently appreciated.10

From this perspective, Hunt and other scholars have reached the 
conclusion that the cold war was the only way in which American political 
culture, steeped in a deeply revered image of the USA and its role in the 
world, could conceive and portray the struggle against the Soviet Union. 
Far from being either an instrumental device for the pursuit of economic 
expansion or a mere appendix to what was above all a quintessential 
power struggle, ideology was thus essential to understand the very nature 
of the American engagement in the bipolar confrontation.

Not surprisingly, scholars who looked at the ideological roots of 
American foreign policy, sharply differed in their attitudes. Some of them 
developed a benevolent view. Frank Ninkovich, for instance, regards the 
cold war as the basic continuation of the deepest Wilsonian conviction 
that in the contemporary world a national foreign policy made no longer 
sense, and that only a global attitude could attempt to regulate and control 
the forces that shaped modernity. He therefore gives a positive reading of 
US ideology as the instrument that has allowed American foreign policy 
to forge a course of action commensurable to the challenges of a new, 
globalised, international environment.11 Tony Smith has focused on the 
many attempts to export democracy that have been carried out by US 
foreign policy at several stages of cold war, looking with sympathy at the 
efforts of the Kennedy administration to promote democracy in the Third 
World and in Latin America, at the human rights campaign of Jimmy 
Carter, and at the highly rhetorical tone of the Reagan administration, in 
particular in its fi rst mandate.12 A similar favourable interpretation has 
been offered by Walter Russell Mead, who has reached the conclusion 
that the interplay between the different shades of American ideology has 
given its foreign policy an unprecedented fl exibility, thus enabling it to 
adjust with great success to an array of very different circumstances. The 
ability to combine the idealistic Wilsonian aspirations with the practical, 
aggressive, even cynical outlook of the Jacksonian approach, in particular, 
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seems to Mead a very powerful amalgamation to deal with a large number 
of international problems.13 

On the other side, there were negative evaluations. Hunt himself argued 
that, unless it managed to shed some of its old ideological assumptions, 
US foreign policy was bound to stumble into an endless repetition of 
Vietnam-like mistakes. Another critical appraisal came from Michael 
Latham, who analysed the Kennedy administration’s emphasis on 
modernisation and development as the key concepts of its policy toward 
the Third World and Latin America. Latham describes the deep-seated 
conviction of the Kennedy intellectuals, reinforced by the social sciences 
theories of the time, that the USA possessed the intellectual key to socio-
economic progress of the non-developed countries. The application of 
US concepts of economic development would transform and enrich 
Third World societies, thereby undermining the appeal of communist 
ideology and preventing revolutions and insurgencies. According to 
Latham, however, such a theory and practice reveal a common pattern 
with some century-old typical American assumptions. They can be better 
understood merely as a modern reformulation of the traditional habit 
of the Americans to ‘carve out a redemptive mission for themselves and 
portray themselves as a progressive force carrying out a moral task’. The 
emptiness of this illusion, the author concludes, is demonstrated by the 
ultimate eventual failures of all the examples he analyses, from the Peace 
Corps to the Alliance for Progress.14 

Perhaps the most radical variation of this critical assessment of US 
ideology is the one formulated by Anders Stephansson. In a number of 
works he has reached the conclusion that the cold war was a US project, 
as the United States did not know any other way of relating their policies 
to the outside world than by painting a vision of themselves as engaged 
in an ‘uncompromising, Herculean struggle’ against an enemy which 
– being the negation of freedom itself – could not have any ‘possible 
legitimate interests or concerns’. Stephansson argues that the famous 
National Security Council paper NSC-68 (April 1950), with its vision of 
a radical confrontation with the USSR, epitomises this global American 
view, and that Paul Nitze, its main author, was one of the foremost 
interpreters of US cold war ideology. For Stephansson, therefore, the 
cold war must be defi ned according to the duration of this irredeemably 
antagonistic attitude, which he believes lasted from 1945 to 1963, when 
the search for a new kind of relationship with the former enemy replaced 
the previous view of unremitting hostility.15

The new ‘ideological’ emphasis in American cold war historiography is 
not without problems. There is a paradoxical risk to use ideology as an all-
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encompassing notion that may embrace every single aspect of US foreign 
policy, thereby reducing to zero both its explicative function and the 
importance of other factors. In order to avoid this danger, we fi nd it useful 
to refer to Martin Seliger’s explanation of ideological behaviour adapted 
to international politics by Douglas MacDonald. This explanation distin-
guishes between a fundamental (normative, ends-oriented) dimension of 
ideology and a technical one (empirical, means-oriented). Following this 
distinction, MacDonald places both the fundamental and the operative 
dimensions of ideological behaviour along a continuum, which allows 
him to cancel ‘the typical dichotomy posited between “progressive 
internationalist” (that is, strongly emphasizing moral prescriptions) and 
“conservative internationalist” (that is, strongly emphasizing technical 
prescriptions) approaches to international politics among American 
political elites’, since both are defi ned as ‘different dimensions of the same 
phenomenon of ideological behaviour in service to fi nal goals’.16 Such 
a defi nition allows distinguishing between those periods and moments 
when the USA developed a more forceful, idealistic foreign policy, and 
those when they adopted a more ‘traditional’, balance of power-oriented 
interpretation of the international system. One can also conclude that 
American foreign policy was shaped by both views – a more traditional 
view of international relations, based on such calculations as the balance 
of power and its confi guration, and a more idealistic view which was 
shaped by a deep belief in the moral and ideal mission of the United 
States and which perceived therefore the confrontation with the Soviet 
Union in terms of a clash between two contrasting visions of the world. 
Following MacDonald’s paradigm, moreover, it becomes possible to solve 
what may otherwise appear like intractable contradictions by assuming 
that US policy-makers were infl uenced by their image of the exceptional 
role of the United States even when they – like Dean Acheson – were 
particularly concerned with traditional diplomatic concepts, such as the 
confi guration of power in the international system. These concerns, as 
Melvyn Leffl er correctly points out, were based on the beliefs that a society 
which ‘attributed primacy to the protection of civil liberties and individual 
rights … would be diffi cult to sustain either in a world dominated by trade 
blocs or, worse yet, in a world dominated by the Kremlin’s power’.17 

western european ideologies: 
nat ional  and transnat ional

To what an extent were these US attitudes and views shared by its Western 
European allies? Was there, in other words, a fully cohesive Atlantic 
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point of view on the ideological struggle against the Soviet Union, or 
was there a separate Western European cold war ideology, different from 
the American one, which may warrant a distinct investigation? These 
questions are not easy to answer not only because it is problematic to 
lump together the differing attitudes of the Western European states, but 
also because historians have not paid much attention to the cultural and 
ideological dimension of the cold war in Western Europe. Compared to 
the long and vibrant discussion on US foreign policy, research on the 
mental landscape of Western European policy-makers has just got off 
the ground. Besides, historians have been primarily preoccupied with 
investigating the impact of American concepts and ideas on the Western 
European outlook. By contrast, they dealt little with West European 
reactions to the Soviet Union, with their image of the enemy. The limited 
attention dedicated to the ideological space occupied by Soviet Russia in 
the Western European mindset could lead, as David Caute warned, to a 
one-sided, distorted picture of the cold war as being ‘instigated exclusively 
by a belligerent, expansionist USA and its client states’.18 

Basic foreign policy attitudes of the Western European countries in the 
cold war could probably be best described as a combination of ideological 
adversity towards the communist regime and of a more traditional concern 
with the unprecedented expansion of Soviet power and infl uence in 
East-Central Europe. Yet, in comparison with the United States, Western 
Europeans seemed to frame their enemy image in somewhat more 
traditional terms, without resorting to global moralist language. While 
in most cases Western European political elites welcomed an American 
intervention to restore the balance of power on the continent, they did 
not advocate a major overhaul of the entire international system. To 
quote just one – highly signifi cant – example, most Western European 
governments would have probably been satisfi ed with a US military 
guarantee or with a steady fl ow of military supplies, without necessarily 
going as far as setting up the Atlantic Pact or its permanent organisation, 
NATO, two years later. Nor did the Western Europeans easily accept the 
logic of economic cooperation that the Truman administration tried 
to impose upon them as a precondition for the implementation of the 
Marshall Plan: the literature on the subject is replete with examples of 
European governments dragging their feet in implementing the American 
prescriptions to think about the continental economic recovery rather 
than their own national benefi ts. In the mindset of Western European 
politicians the balance of power inside Europe, and the future of colonial 
possessions (for those countries who had them) outside, along with 
national security, remained the prevalent framework in which they 
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understood the international system and formulated their policies. 
Retaining their imperial possessions, in particular, was regarded for a 
long time after the war as paramount by British and French policy-makers 
(not to mention the lesser European powers) in order to retain a great 
power status. This was an objective which often confl icted with American 
anti-colonialist sentiment.

As early as the 1980s, an international research group made up of 
British, French, German and Italian historians reached the conclusion 
that up to the mid-1950s ‘power’ was probably the most signifi cant 
concept to explain the international conduct of the Western European 
states.19 By and large, the historical literature on the foreign policies of 
the Western European governments has refl ected this attitude, and it has 
– more or less consciously – followed what may be described as a realist 
interpretive paradigm. Only recently have some studies demonstrated a 
growing concern with ideological matters and, in Great Britain, a clear 
attempt to counter Soviet ideological propaganda through a host of 
different initiatives, particularly the setting up of a specialised section in 
the Foreign Offi ce (the Information Research Department, or IRD) charged 
with developing all sorts of ideological and cultural countermeasures.20 
Similar initiatives were also discussed in France and Italy, where the 
need to counter the heavy propaganda barrage of the communist parties 
was deeply felt, and special attention was dedicated to propping up the 
governments with strong anti-totalitarian ideological campaigns.21 All 
these studies, however, seem to fall more under the category of the 
analysis of covert operations and psychological warfare rather than 
outline a more ideological dimension of the Western European approach 
to the cold war.

Within this predominant realist paradigm, however, one can fi nd many 
nuances. The diversity of Western European politics and governments was 
refl ected in a variety of attitudes towards the Soviet Union, the political 
status quo and the international system. On a state by state basis, their 
actions varied according to national political agendas and to the political 
orientation of the governments. A number of them vigorously challenged 
European status quo. France under the Gaullist government after 1958 
attacked the concept of the transatlantic solidarity which left only a 
secondary role for France (especially in comparison with Great Britain 
and West Germany). De Gaulle came with the vision of ‘Europe from the 
Atlantic to the Urals’ and attempted to locate French diplomacy in the 
centre of the developing European détente. West Germany proclaimed in 
1957 the Hallstein doctrine, denied the legitimacy of the state borders 
in the East and continued to call for the full revision of the cold war 
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order, based on the division of Germany. However, by the late 1960s 
West Germany, along with other Western European countries, began 
to envelop a web of commercial and cultural relations with Eastern 
European countries and the Soviet Union, according to its own national 
interests. Behind this new, less confrontational approach lay the hope 
that in the long run the communist regimes would develop a vested 
interest in this cooperation and would therefore adopt a more cooperative 
foreign policy, eventually perhaps even shedding their more unpalatable 
domestic features. While different in many ways, the two more visionary 
versions of this approach – de Gaulle’s and Brandt’s – both hoped that 
a policy of peaceful transformation would gradually lead to the melting 
away of the blocs and of the cold war itself. In the case of Brandt’s 
Ostpolitik, however, some of its critics had the impression that in its 
shift from full frontal revisionism to gradual change West Germany was 
actually adapting itself to acceptance of the status quo. 

A deeper understanding of Western Europe’s position might also emerge 
from the expansion of what so far has been a rather neglected fi eld of 
studies, namely the role of transnational political forces and movements. 
Perhaps because of the assumption that Western European politicians 
acted upon a realist set of foreign policy assumptions, cold war historians 
have paid relatively little attention to the ideological debate of European 
policy-makers and to the activities of political parties at the transnational 
level. There are very few studies, therefore, that focus on the link between 
the cold war and the two main European political families, the centre-
right Christian Democratic and the Socialist ones. While David Hanley’s 
assertion that the scholarship on Christian Democracy is non-existent 
may be a bit extreme, he certainly has a point.22 Very little work has 
been done on the international relevance of these political forces during 
the Cold War, since it is only in the 1990s that historians and political 
scientists have begun to explore them in a comparative perspective 
in order to assess their transnational impact on the evolution of the 
international system.23 Even in the latter case, however, historians have 
tended to concentrate on the signifi cance of the Christian Democratic 
parties for the process of European integration, rather than for the broader 
international system or for the evolution of the cold war.24 

More attention has been focused on the development of the 
international policy of the Catholic Church, although here the availability 
of sources remains a problem.25 As Ennio Di Nolfo’s pioneering study of 
US–Vatican relations has demonstrated, already in the Second World War 
Pope Pius XII sought to alert the United States to the impending Soviet 
threat, which he perceived in very strong, almost apocalyptical terms. 
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The Catholic hierarchy therefore played an important role in shaping the 
ideological parameters of the anti-communist and anti-Soviet ideological 
crusade, later widely used by Catholic circles in the United States, as well 
as in Italy. Vatican views of the post-war communist threat have also been 
explored to a certain depth, and some other studies have elucidated the 
subsequent diffi cult path the Catholic Church followed to work out an 
understanding with the communist regimes.26 These writings, however, 
still do not offer a full picture of the infl uence of the Catholic Church in 
shaping the European cold war mindset, and the topic seems to warrant 
further and deeper investigations. 

The same is true for the other large family of European political forces, 
namely the socialist parties. Even if the situation here may not be as 
bleak as for the Christian Democrats, since the socialists were genetically 
linked to the communists and therefore had to defi ne their identity either 
in alliance with, or in opposition to, their communist offspring, most 
comparative studies on the European democratic left focus on its domestic 
policies. Donald Sassoon’s monumental history of the socialist parties 
in the twentieth century, for instance, has some fascinating sections 
on the international attitudes of a number of European socialist forces, 
but is far more interested in describing their domestic policies.27 Some 
comparative work has also been done on the attitude of the socialist 
forces towards Europe and European integration, rather than on the 
international system in general, particularly in the case of the early post-
Second World War years.28

Finally, in the overall study of the problems related to the resilience 
of communist parties in Western Europe, scholars have examined the 
difficult relationship inside the left and the complex ties between 
socialists and communists. While providing important information 
and background material, however, in general most of these studies 
do not elucidate the possible linkage between the foreign policy of a 
leftist, socialist government and the ideological debate carried out at 
the international level among the socialist parties. They rarely discuss, 
in other words, whether a socialist orientation shaped – or failed to – the 
cold war policies of the Western European governments whenever the 
moderate left was in power: at most, there are passing references to the 
need to appease the left-wing electorate with some rhetorical gestures. 
In short, there is no overall, transnational analysis of how the non-
communist left gradually came to adopt a cold war point of view and 
adapted itself to seeing the USSR as an enemy and the United States as 
an ally, nor do we have an updated study of the Socialist International.29 
Some work has been done, but at a national, rather than comparative, 
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level: Hugh Wilford’s book on the British left discusses in depth the 
interrelationship between US cultural and propaganda policies and 
the activities of the British Labour Party,30 while in the case of Italy, 
Leopoldo Nuti’s work on the Kennedy administration and its attempt 
to help shape a modern, social-democratic Italian left has tried to weave 
into a single narrative the multiple strains of US–Italian political, cultural 
and ideological relations. As for Euro-communism, the failed attempt to 
retool the Western European communist parties (in particular those of 
France, Italy and Spain) into a more effective and modern political force, 
there is also ample scope for new research. In spite of the importance 
of the initiative, which if successful clearly might have had an obvious 
direct impact on the evolution of the international system, the large 
work done in the 1970s and 1980s by political scientists has not been 
followed up by cold war historians, who only recently have begun a 
more in-depth investigation of its possible implications.31 What is still 
largely missing from the studies on the European socialist and communist 
parties, therefore, is an attempt to weave together the national cultural, 
theoretical and political perspectives into a single overall narrative of the 
ideological world of the Western European left throughout the cold war 
and of its impact on the evolution of the international system.

Finally, in what seems to be a most promising fi eld of study, increasing 
attention has been paid to the infl uence of less traditional political 
forces, such as those transnational networks that throughout the cold 
war advocated various forms of arms control, human rights and the 
development of a less confrontational relationship between the blocs. 
Lawrence Wittner’s work on the anti-nuclear movement and the seminal 
study by Matthew Evangelista, in particular, have highlighted the 
infl uence and the impact of these non-conventional political ideas; Mary 
Dudziak has developed an interesting analysis on how the ideological 
dimension of US foreign policy, and in particular the defence of civil 
rights and the freedom of the individual, had a profound impact on 
American society and contributed to the Civil Rights movement in the 
American South; and Jeremi Suri has built an interesting case for the 
study of how the need to contrast the rising tide of new political forces 
shaped and infl uenced the origins of détente, whose roots he describes 
as far more infl uenced by the fear of new ideological challenges than by 
any shift on the balance of power.32

ideas of  european integrat ion
If by ideology we accept the Seliger–MacDonald defi nition of a set of 
principles in service to the construction of a particular world order,33 
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or at least understand it as an ideational blueprint ‘for constructing an 
international political order’, then there is little doubt that during the 
cold war the most original and infl uential ideological Western European 
contribution lay in the gradual development of the notion of European 
integration. This was a conceptual project to renovate the political 
structure of the continent – or at least of its Western half – and rid it of 
the fl aws that beset it in the past. True, building a new Europe was not a 
global ideological project comparable to the ones developed by the United 
States and the Soviet Union. At the same time, the concept of European 
integration fi ts MacDonald’s defi nition because of its transformational 
nature and its indubitable goal to alter the status quo. 

The European project began before the cold war and, as we can see 
today, went far beyond it. Its origins can be traced to an independent 
set of causes and ideas that preceded the Second World War. Besides, 
it can be – and indeed was, at least in its early steps – regarded at once 
both as a tool for fi ghting the cold war more effectively as well as a 
way to moderate its impact or even to escape from it by overcoming 
some of its features and eventually bring about a different constellation 
of power. For the United States and many European statesmen with a 
strong Atlanticist orientation, the construction of Europe meant above 
all the strengthening of the West by bringing together some of the most 
powerful European states of the time into a single cohesive bloc; others, 
however, also saw the construction of Europe as a way to redeem the 
continent from the horrible mistakes of its past, from the seemingly 
inevitable logic of its decline or from the apparent stringencies of an 
impending bipolar order, which clearly limited the freedom of manoeuvre 
of some of its prominent states. With the passing of time, this latter vision 
was also tinged to an increasing extent by the willingness to prove a 
certain European otherness in comparison to the United States – a process 
that has certainly accelerated, albeit it is not yet predominant – in the 
aftermath of the cold war.

This vision of Europe as an ideological project is only partially refl ected 
in the way it has been studied. A large part of the historians who have 
worked on European integration have clearly done so from the militant 
perspective of Federalism. Europeanism as a creed, particularly in its 
federalist variant, has therefore produced a large body of scholarship 
which has studied the process of integration from a singularly activist 
and teleological perspective – one that seemed prone to place great 
emphasis on the role of ideals, but also to judge actions and individuals 
according to the degree by which they served the ultimate goal of the 
cause. The history of European integration therefore has often been 
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portrayed as a morality play, a narrative with saints and sinners, visionary 
innovators fi ghting a dramatic battle against the ever-resurgent Hydra 
of the national state. As this early approach attached perhaps even 
too much importance to the role of ideas in shaping a new Europe, it 
gradually evoked a different response, in particular due to the work of 
Alan Milward. Milward and his disciples, therefore, have stressed the 
importance of economic factors in shaping the national strategies of those 
policy-makers who conceived the European project, thereby denying 
much of the importance to the ideal intentions held in such high esteem 
by earlier scholars.34 Closed in by the zeal of the Europeanists on one side 
and the economic reductionist slant of the Milward revisionists on the 
other, the fi eld of European integration studies has often been reduced 
to a rather secluded discipline, and it is only in the recent past that it 
has begun to develop its process of emancipation from the limitations 
of the previous approaches. The recent literature, in fact, seems more 
prone to investigate the cultural and ideological dimensions of European 
integration without the zeal of the earlier approaches, and in turn this 
trend might turn out to be one of the most signifi cant contributions to 
a new narrative of cold war mentalities.35 

a western ideology? 

It is necessary to ask whether during the cold war there was any serious 
attempt at shaping a Western – as compared to a national or to a distinctly 
Western European – ideology, and whether such ideology ever had any 
impact on the evolution of the international system. The increasing 
concern of historians for the cultural dimension of the cold war has 
spurred a whole trend of studies in this direction, and several interesting 
works have begun to illuminate what was until the 1990s a thoroughly 
neglected dimension. For example, the Congress for Cultural Freedom 
(CCF) was intended to present an image of a benign, progressive and 
democratic Western world in competition with the forces of communist 
totalitarianism. The creation of the CCF refl ected widespread concerns 
that West European intellectuals could be seduced by the Soviet model, 
which presented itself as a system based on economic and social justice. 
As noted in Chapter 9, some scholars are sharply critical of the CCF’s 
reliance on CIA support, concluding that the Congress and other anti-
communist intellectual groups were simply tools used by Washington to 
shape an American-oriented Europe. Other scholars are more sympathetic 
towards the CCF and its affi liates. Michael Hochgeschwender argues that 
the Western intelligentsia who rallied behind the anti-communist cause 



88 palgrave advances in cold war history

acted out of principle, and do not deserve to be considered to be CIA 
stooges.36 A similar assessment has been reached by Volker Berghahn, who 
has focused on the role of non-governmental American philanthropic 
institutions such as the Ford Foundation in promoting a positive image 
of the USA in Western Europe, and in forging transatlantic bonds. While 
openly recognising the role of Allen Dulles and the CIA in supporting 
some of these supposedly private initiatives, Berghahn refuses to portray 
them as the result of a ‘conspiracy’, stating that they derived from:

[the] experience of a generation of Democrats and New Dealers who 
came out of the Second World War and saw nothing illegitimate in 
this kind of activity. And, indeed, it may be argued that these and 
many other programmes not only fostered intellectual and cultural 
understanding across the Atlantic and helped to soften negative 
images of the USA in Western Europe, but also began to pave the way 
that eventually led to détente and the de-escalation of the East–West 
arms race.37

Other transatlantic initiatives have also been the object of interesting 
research. Particular attention is being increasingly dedicated to what has 
been perhaps – at least before other organisations such as the Trilateral 
Commission were created – the single most important network of 
infl uential politicians and personalities, namely the so-called Bilderberg 
group created between 1952 and 1954 by the Polish expatriate Joseph 
Retinger and the Dutch Prince Bernhard zur Lippe-Binnenfeld. While 
until not long ago the Bilderbergers were mostly the object of journalistic 
investigations which emphasised their presumed semi-conspiratorial and 
secretive nature, they are now the object of fresh analyses that try to 
stress their importance in forging a common Western perspective on the 
cold war, mending transatlantic rifts, locating possible future points of 
tension in order to prevent them, and above all providing a clearinghouse 
where year after year a larger number of key fi gures from both sides of 
the Atlantic could discuss their common problems and gradually shape 
a sense of unity and purpose.38

Much work has also been done on the trade unions relations between 
the USA and Western Europe, particularly stressing the importance of the 
early US efforts to use the AFL and the CIO to export to their Western 
European counterparts an American model of industrial relations based on 
the non-political activity of the unions, and closely linked to a uniquely 
American working ethos and such new concepts as productivity. This is 
an aspect of the shaping of a common transatlantic perspective which 
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has been studied quite in depth, once again mirroring all the previous 
debates about the interconnection between the US unions and the CIA, 
about their infl uence (or lack of) with their European counterparts, and 
about their more or less passive role in receiving the suggestions and the 
support of the Americans.39

Less research has been done on some of the most famous networks such 
as the Trilateral Commission, or the Aspen Institute – not to mention 
less well known ones such as the Atlantic Institute, Intercom, or the 
short-lived but infl uential series of the so-called Harpsund meetings.40 
The latter, in particular, between 1963 and 1966 played a crucial role in 
bringing together members of the social-democratic left from Sweden 
(Arne Gejier), Germany (Willy Brandt, Erich Ollenhauer) and the UK 
(Harold Wilson) with such prominent American fi gures as Walter and 
Victor Reuther and Hubert Humphrey, helping the construction of a 
leftist Western identity fi rmly set into an Atlantic framework. As one 
of the few historians who have written on the subject has noted, the 
meetings were ‘an assertion that an infl uential Transatlantic Left might 
yet play a role in reshaping the social life and economic performance of 
the capitalist democracies in the 1960s and beyond’.41

By and large, the research carried out in the fi eld of transatlantic 
political and cultural relations is still in a rather early stage. Yet one can 
already see a clear divide among those historians. On one side stand those 
who regard the combined result of all these networks and initiatives as a 
success. They emphasise shaping a common Western ideology or identity 
that helped to reduce the nationalist stereotypes and to forge a limited 
Western identity. They also recognise that this common identity was 
the product as much of the US efforts as of the Europeans themselves. 
On the other side are those scholars who regard the American role as 
paramount in setting the ideological stage, thus playing a hegemonic 
role in framing the European intellectual debate according to its own 
political agenda. While the fi rst trend seems to apply the ‘empire by 
invitation’ paradigm to the fi eld of a transatlantic ideological discourse, 
and presents a more complex web of infl uences rather than a one-way 
street of American ideas steadily fl owing across the Ocean, the latter group 
seem to prefer a somewhat reductionist approach that ultimately turns 
the whole analysis of the transatlantic cultural discourse into a projection 
of American power. Whatever one’s assessment is, there seems to be some 
agreement that, in the words of Dominik Geppert, there was a certain 
amount of ‘political, social and cultural convergence of Western nations 
that gradually took place in the 1950s and in the 1960s, [and that it] was 
not created by the anonymous forces of what has been called “progress” 
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or “modernity”. It was rather, at least partly, the result of very conscious 
efforts by small elites on both sides of the Atlantic to promote liberal 
values in politics, economics, society and culture.’42

communism, nat ional ism and the co ld war geopol i t i cs

During the decades of the cold war, communist ideology was an offi cial 
guiding doctrine by many states in Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America. 
The Western cold war propaganda often, especially during the 1950s, 
used graphic images of the spread of ‘communism’ around the globe. 
John Foster Dulles believed that Stalin’s work The Economic Problems 
of Socialism, a crude adaptation of Marxist-Leninist theoretical tenets 
to the post-Second World War period, was the best guide to interpret 
Soviet international behaviour. Yet it became clear, especially after Stalin’s 
death, that there was no such thing as a uniform ‘communist ideology’ 
that could override other interests and motives of communist states. 
In every ‘communist’ country ideas of Marxism-Leninism transformed 
into a ‘national’ version; they confl icted, or co-existed and blended with 
nationalism in various combinations that refl ected geopolitical realities, 
the character of ruling elites, and other non-ideological factors. 

The impact of communism on the small states of Eastern Europe, 
of course, should begin within the context of Soviet empire. Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Romania, Hungary, Bulgaria and the German Democratic 
Republic (GDR) became ‘people’s democracies’, designed to remain within 
the Soviet military and economic bloc after 1945. The ruling elites in these 
countries heavily depended on Soviet military and economic support to 
stay in power. From the 1960s to 1980s most studies on Eastern European 
countries assumed that the communist ideology was only a cynical veneer 
for the regimes that were imposed by the Soviet Union during the late 
1940s. Yet the ‘new cold war’ historiography, with access to the archives 
of these countries, as well as the former USSR, reveals a more complex 
interaction of ideological, geopolitical, social and economic components. 
Recent documentary publications in the Annals of Communism series 
de-emphasise the role of ideology and idealistic intentions among the 
Comintern (Communist International) fi gures who began to Sovietise 
Eastern Europe. The publication of the diary of Georgy Dmitrov (the head 
of the Comintern and Bulgaria’s fi rst communist leader), along with other 
materials of the Communist International, allowed some researchers to 
characterise this organisation as a ‘vast bureaucratic apparatus’ whose 
participants were cynical and squabbling pragmatists, ‘outwardly loyal’ 
to both the Communist cause and the Soviet master, Joseph Stalin.43 
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In contrast, some Russian researchers point to indigenous roots of the 
early communist regimes in Eastern Europe, including the voluntary 
emulation of the Soviet model by idealistic elite groups.44 The debate 
on this issue continues. 

Historical research proves that in each country of Eastern Europe 
communist ideology had to deal with powerful antidotes. First, there was 
a strong presence of ‘European identity’ among the intellectual elites, and 
general population. This identity in Hungary, Poland and Romania had 
the historic component of Russophobia, the fear of ‘barbarians from the 
East’. Educated classes, as well as the remains of the ‘bourgeoisie’ generated 
sympathies with Western countries, such as France, Great Britain and 
(after 1945) the United States. These sentiments grew, despite (or perhaps 
because of) the virulent offi cial anti-American and anti-NATO propaganda. 
Second, there were national identities and aspirations, determined by 
these countries’ previous historical memories and domestic political 
and social culture. The ruthless suppression of ‘nationalist deviations’ in 
Eastern Europe under the banners of the struggle against ‘Titoism’ after 
1948 was a product of Stalin’s wrath with the Yugoslav leader, Marshal 
Tito, and his autonomous brand of communism. The Soviet leader was, 
however, also aware that local nationalism constituted a threat to Soviet 
domination in the region. After Stalin’s death and Nikita Khrushchev’s 
denunciation of his ‘cult of personality’ the communist elites in Eastern 
Europe chose expeditiously to change colours: they blamed the terror 
and excesses of the past on ‘the Moscow factions’, which in some cases 
meant that ‘cosmopolitan cadres’ (or communists of Jewish origin) became 
scapegoats for the purges of the late 1940s to early 1950s. The ‘national 
communisms’ that developed after 1956, be it Wladyslaw Gomulka’s 
‘Polish communism’ or Janos Kadar’s ‘Goulash communism’ (which 
incorporated consumer-oriented reforms, allowing some market activities) 
were the policies of those communist leaders who sought to remove from 
their regimes the stigma of political dependence on the Kremlin and to 
buy legitimacy through material concessions to population. 

For several decades Eastern European regimes adapted themselves 
to the realities of Soviet military presence within their borders and 
considerable resistance to Soviet domination in the society. As the recent 
studies of imperialism and colonialism demonstrate, there is a continuum 
of reactions to conquest/domination that cannot be reduced merely to 
resistance and compliance. Beside adaptation, Eastern Europe’s ‘people’s 
democracies’ demonstrated various types of evolution determined by 
the Soviet factor, but also by domestic choices. In Czechoslovakia, for 
instance, there remained an indigenous base for transformation of Soviet-
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style communism into a more social-democratic regime. The ‘Prague 
Spring’ of 1968 was a spontaneous mass movement under the slogan of 
the ‘communism with a human face’. After its death under the tracks 
of Soviet tanks the option of emergence of democratic left ideological 
paradigms in Eastern Europe came to naught. The next most successful 
democratic movement in Eastern Europe, the Polish Solidarity (1980–81), 
despite some infl uence of social-democratic ideas on the core of its 
intellectual leaders, followed mostly traditional Catholic and conservative 
nationalist ideas. 

In his study of Romanian communism, Vladimir Tismaneanu 
stresses the interplay of ideology with elites’ choices, and specific 
historical circumstances, to emphasise diversity and polycentrism 
within the Warsaw Pact. He draws another comparison between the 
Romanian case, and the Polish, Czech and Hungarian cases. In the 
latter countries communist elites developed ‘national models’ that 
appealed to pre-Stalinist strands of socialism; elements of these elites 
supported democratisation and liberalisation, and came to the ‘round-
tables’ with the anti-communist opposition in 1988–89. By contrast, 
the leadership of Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej and then Nicolae Ceaußescu 
moved to a ‘national Stalinism’ that left no room for democratisation and 
liberalisation. While Soviet and European communism moved beyond 
Stalinism, the Romanian leadership built ‘national Stalinism’ as the only 
and last redoubt against change. At the same time, by demonstrating 
independence from the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact and playing 
diplomatic games with the United States, the Western European countries 
and the PRC, the Romanian rulers sought to capitalise on the idea of 
‘Romanian identity’ (mixed with ‘Dacian’ mythology) and to conceal 
the Soviet origins of their regime.45

The situation was radically different in the countries where the 
communist regime emerged as a result of victory in a coup or civil war, 
in the historical period characterised by decolonisation and the search for 
independent models of modernisation. There the ruling groups and their 
leaders could combine revolutionary legitimacy and personal charisma 
with powerful nationalist appeal. The studies on revolutionary China, 
Vietnam and other Third World states of ‘socialist orientation’ (using 
their Soviet denomination) reveal an extreme prominence of ideological 
factors as an independent variable. The Leninist theory of imperialism 
and colonialism retained its appeal for radical anti-colonial groups in 
the Third World until the late 1970s; quite a few nationalist regimes 
in Africa and Asia admired the Soviet example of seemingly successful 
industrialisation, modernisation and independence. Odd Arne Westad 
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shows in his works that this ideological factor was much feared by the 
United States, and in the end came to be a decisive factor affecting 
Moscow’s decision-making, for instance on Cuba and Africa.46

Yugoslavia presents the first case of a communist regime where 
ideology became the vehicle for charismatic revolutionary leaders to 
maintain economic and geopolitical independence from both rival blocs 
and superpowers. Since the Soviet–Yugoslav split Josip Broz (better known 
as Tito) began to practise the ‘Yugoslav communism’ that, despite many 
overlaps with the Stalinist model, also had many important deviations 
from it. The Yugoslav government was the fi rst communist nation-
state to practise the strategy of survival between the two military blocs, 
allowed from the 1960s considerable elements of a market economy, 
and eventually became involved in the ‘non-aligned’ movement. Tito 
even became the leader of this movement since 1961. The study of non-
alignment has barely begun, but the access to Tito’s archives can generate 
fruitful departures in this area.47

The studies of the People’s Republic of China provide the most 
important insights into the role of communist ideology inside and outside 
the cold war framework. Sino-American scholars, among them Chen 
Jian and Shuguang Zhang, convincingly show that Mao’s ‘revolutionary 
romanticism’ played a considerable role in the PRC’s decision to intervene 
in the Korean war.48 Westad believes it is impossible to understand the 
rise and fall of the Sino-Soviet alliance without considering ideological 
issues.49 During the 1950s–1960s Mao Zedong and the Chinese leadership 
challenged the ‘seniority’ of the Soviet ‘big brother’. They used ideological 
themes for international propaganda and domestic mobilisation, in order 
to prove the PRC, not the Soviet Union, now stood on the forefront of 
the global revolutionary movement and developed a more radical model 
for the construction of communism. There is new evidence that the more 
pragmatic elements in the CCP leadership attempted to combine the 
ideological criticism of the Soviet Union with economic cooperation, 
but the ‘Cultural Revolution’ of the 1960s led to an irreparable breach 
in Sino-Soviet relations. The impact of the Cultural Revolution on the 
CCP elites and politics still remains to be studied.

The Chinese ideological alternative to Moscow’s communism exercised 
strong infl uence during the 1960s–1970s over a number of radical regimes 
around the world, including Albania and the Khmer Rouge in Cambodia. 
The recent availability of Albanian archives may help researchers to show 
how the adoption of the ‘Maoist model’ corresponded with Enver Hoxha’s 
decision to break with the Soviet Union, its long-time protector against 
Yugoslavia. In Cambodia Pol Pot and Heng Samrin, the leaders of the 
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Khmer Rouge, launched their extremist and genocidal form of ‘national 
communism’ between 1975 and 1979 (capped by the extermination of 
virtually all urban middle classes and professionals, as well as a signifi cant 
portion of peasants). The Khmer Rouge’s efforts to return Cambodia to 
‘Year Zero’ were directly inspired by Mao’s ideology.50

At the same time, ideological emulation in all these cases seemed 
to be greatly facilitated by geopolitical factors: Albania preferred a 
faraway ally to the Soviet Union, and the Khmer Rouge relied on Beijing’s 
assistance against the Vietnamese communists. Cuba under Fidel Castro 
represents another case, when geopolitical and economic realities greatly 
infl uenced the choices of a revolutionary elite straddled between the 
need for ideological emulation, on one hand, and the nationalist post-
colonialist aspirations for independence on the other. After Khrushchev’s 
humiliating retreat during the Cuban missile crisis Soviet–Cuban relations 
became extremely strained, and parts of the Havana communist leadership 
(including Che Guevara) opted for the Maoist model against the Soviet 
one. Unfortunately for the Cuban leadership, it had no room for choice. 
The unrelenting hostility of the USA and the inability of the PRC to give 
any economic and fi nancial assistance forced Havana, from 1968, to 
adapt itself to the role of a permanent economic and political client of 
the Soviet Union. However, as recent scholarship suggests, they did not 
agree to become Soviet marionettes in every way. In Africa, fi rst in Angola, 
then in Ethiopia, the Cubans used every possible leverage, among them 
ideological, to conduct their own policy. Animated by the strong sense 
of revolutionary romanticism and solidarity with African radical anti-
imperialist liberation movements, the Castro leadership and the younger 
generation of Cuban military elite successfully pursued interventionist 
and militant policies in Africa – helped by their allies in the Soviet military 
and the KGB.51

‘National communism’ in North Korea and Vietnam emerged from the 
wars of reunifi cation. Kim Il-Sung managed to turn the terrible travail of 
the Korean war, where his regime was completely dependent on Chinese 
military assistance and Soviet economic help, into a source of domestic 
nationalist pride, and attraction for radical intellectuals in the free market, 
but initially authoritarian and corrupt South Korea. After Khrushchev’s 
denunciation of Stalin and proclamation of ‘peaceful coexistence’ Kim 
developed his ideology of Juche (or ‘self-reliance’). This set of ideas 
justifi ed Kim’s absolute power, as well as an autarkic and militaristic 
model of modernisation and mobilisation. It emulated Stalinism and 
Mao’s Cultural Revolution, yet also appealed to historically strong 
Korean nationalism and sensitivity to any forms of dependence on the 
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neighbouring giant, China.52 Ho Chi Minh and Vietnamese communists 
fi rst led anti-colonial war with France, then sought to reunify the country 
by a ‘revolutionary war’ against the South Vietnamese regime and the 
United States. When the Vietnam war with the USA began, the elite of the 
Lao Dong (the Vietnamese communist party) was ideologically closer to 
the Chinese communists than to the Kremlin apparatchiks. Yet, the need 
to receive Soviet military assistance along with the historic Sinophobia 
(similar to that shown by the Koreans) made them balance, quite skilfully, 
between the two communist giants. Also, the Vietnamese communists 
blamed, with some justice, the division of the country on the decisions 
made in Moscow and Beijing. Hence the North Vietnamese leadership 
managed to receive large-scale assistance from both communist countries 
without becoming a geopolitical satellite of either of them.53 

By the 1980s both the Soviet model and the alternatives to it within the 
‘communist’ ideological fi eld exhausted their potential and appeal. The rise 
of new powerful ideological currents, above all Islamic fundamentalism, 
punctuated the impotence of communist ideas. At the same time, just 
when communism existed in polycentric mode at the height of its global 
reach, its demise revealed a variety of possible choices and evolutions. 
The transformation of the PRC is the best example. The launching of 
Deng Xiaoping’s reforms in 1978 under the pragmatic slogans was hardly 
related in any way to the bipolar confrontation. Deng was sobered by 
his personal experience during the Cultural Revolution, and he found a 
remarkably successful link between the existing ‘Chinese communism’ 
and the new opportunities for the modernisation of Chinese economy 
and society. This model combined the Communist Party apparatus’ 
control over politics and ideology with rapid development of the 
market economy, funded by foreign investments. The Chinese reforms 
produced the most amazing economic ‘miracle’ of the last century, the 
transformation of China. 

The cold war ideological context played a secondary but quite signifi cant 
role in this transformation. It is obvious that communist ideas per se were 
virtually replaced by state interests and the ideas of national greatness, 
just as it had happened earlier with the ‘Yugoslav model’ under Tito. It is 
also apparent that the Chinese ‘miracle’, like the Yugoslav model, would 
have been impossible without the advantageous position the PRC had 
in the cold war international system. From the 1970s the United States 
shifted from regarding this country as an enemy to treating it as an ally 
against the Soviet Union. On the ideological American screens the PRC 
no longer registered as a national threat, but gradually began to fi gure as 
a preferred target for profi table investments. Also serendipitous for Beijing 
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were the currents of global capital investments from the wealthy First 
World into Asian ‘tigers’ (Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, etc.) – which 
would later reach out to southern regions of the PRC, and then turn the 
whole country into a new ‘world factory’. 

what was the soviet  co ld war ideology?

The study of ideological sources of Soviet international behaviour has 
begun only recently for the obvious reason that Soviet archives were 
inaccessible until after the collapse of the USSR. At the same time, a 
number of American and West European ‘realists’, beginning with 
George Kennan in his famous Foreign Affairs article, ‘Sources of Soviet 
Conduct’, and continuing with the proponents of the ‘totalitarian school’ 
(including Hannah Arendt, Merle Fainsod and Zbigniew Brzezinski), 
speculated about the ideological origins of Soviet policy.54 In essence, the 
totalitarian approach said that Marxist-Leninist ideology was an inherent 
and fundamental raison d’être of the Soviet state and the party regime. 
Exporting the Soviet variant of ‘socialism’ and providing support to ‘anti-
imperialist’ movements and forces abroad, as this school explained, served 
several purposes: constant legitimation of the Soviet domination over 
its satellites, above all the countries of Eastern Europe, the confi rmation 
of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union’s (CPSU) right to control 
the Soviet state and society, justifi cation of the mobilisational modes of 
industrialisation and modernisation, and the constant suppression of 
pluralism and dissent. 

The totalitarian school always contained serious ambiguities in 
interpreting Soviet cold war behaviour. A serious issue was where and 
how ideological notions and preconceptions made the Soviet Union 
such a threat to Western Europe and the United States. There was never 
an agreement on this issue. Kennan fi rmly believed in the prudence of 
the Soviet leadership and concluded that containment would hold the 
Kremlin in check (the fact that their ideology was not time-constrained 
made them infi nitely patient, unlike Hitler and the Nazis). However, 
NSC-68 (Spring 1950) adhered to the much more alarmist intepretation, 
depicting the global communist threat as a clear and present danger, so 
much so that it required quadrupling of the US defence budget even 
before the outbreak of the Korean war. During the 1960s and 1970s a few 
infl uential American historians of the Soviet Union and Soviet foreign 
policy adhered to the ‘ideological’ interpretation of Soviet history. Some 
scholars (such as Adam Ulam) were less deterministic and considered, 
as Kennan did, the role of Marxist-Leninist ideology in conjunction 
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with Russia’s ‘Europeanised’ history; others (such as Martin Malia) 
considered ideology to be an overarching factor of Soviet aggressiveness 
and xenophobia, and treated history and personalities as of secondary 
importance.55 

The totalitarian approach to Soviet ideology conceded that, despite 
the ideological foundations of the Soviet regime, its leaders were fully 
capable of conducting a ‘realist’ foreign policy. Some American authors, 
most notably Kissinger, implied that Soviet foreign policy, beginning with 
Stalin’s, was more realist in the traditional European sense of the term 
than the external policies of the United States.56 This raised a fundamental 
question. If Stalin and other Soviet leaders could act as ‘realists’, were they 
apparently free from the tenets of communist ideology? Could one then 
talk about ideology for ‘imperial’ and ‘domestic’ consumption that did 
not affect Kremlin decision-making? Was there more than one ideology 
inside what was commonly called ‘Soviet or communist ideology’?

Scholars of the totalitarian school sought to answer these questions 
by asserting that power and desire for more power remained at the 
core of Soviet ideology. Therefore, they were convinced that the next 
generation of Soviet leaders, instead of being ‘liberalised’ by the post-
Stalinist experience and détente in the 1960s–1970s, would behave more 
assertively, even aggressively in the international affairs in the 1980s.57 
Most recently, these views have been reaffi rmed by a number of younger 
scholars. They claim that the peculiar ideological-geopolitical worldview 
made the USSR’s security and survival conditional on the eventual changes 
of regimes and socio-economic orders of other countries around the 
world. While this worldview became the foundation of Stalin’s ‘realism’, 
it was radically different from the traditional Realpolitik. Nigel Gould-
Davies wrote that Stalin’s conceptual world had basic assumptions and 
categories that were ‘fundamentally different from our own [i.e. British 
and American]’.58 

Since the 1960s a number of American scholars have claimed that the 
old image of the Soviet state as an ideological monolith was obsolete. 
It became commonplace to consider Soviet society after Stalin’s death 
as ‘post-totalitarian’, with the citizenry being less vulnerable to the 
political domination of the CPSU. Stephen Cohen suggested that inside 
the party-state there were at least two ideological currents – hard-line 
Stalinists and ‘reform’ communists – in deep confl ict with each other.59 
Recently Robert English concluded on the basis of archival research and 
numerous interviews that since the Second World War there was a growing 
split inside the educated society and the political class between the ‘old 
thinkers’, essentially the supporters of Stalin’s xenophobic isolationism 
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and imperial expansionism, and the ‘new thinkers’, who sought to destroy 
the iron curtain and reconnect the Soviet Union to the outside world, 
above all to Western Europe. These ‘new thinkers’, the key sophisticated 
intellectual minorities, had been fl ourishing in the ‘oases’, i.e. academic 
institutes, research centres of the military-industrial complex, and even 
in the expertise-oriented departments of the central party apparatus. 
The supporters of this approach also implied that even during Stalin’s 
years in power there were ‘oases’ free from the control and pressure of 
the offi cial ideology. As David Holloway wrote in his book on the Soviet 
atomic project, science, related to the military-industrial complex, was a 
most important ‘oasis’. The regime’s need to build security and increase 
military power was, in other words, stronger than ideological tenets. In one 
example, Soviet physics was spared the fate that befell other disciplines, 
most notably biology, as a consequence of the purge inspired by Trofi m 
Lysenko and other scientists who placed ideology above scholarly integrity. 
Soviet nuclear physicists were protected from the likes of Lysenko and 
other self-appointed guardians of ideological purity because without their 
expertise the USSR could not build the bomb.60

The ‘oasis’ approach better matches the complex situation with the 
cultured, scientifi c and engineering elites in the military-industrial 
complex, with professional diplomats, intelligence services, and 
academicians in think-tanks. Their access to classifi ed information and 
their regular access to foreigners necessitated their ability to deal with 
them effectively. Their approach towards the proclaimed ideological goals 
of Soviet foreign policy was becoming increasingly critical or cynical. One 
can mention the evolution of Andrei Sakharov. Until the early 1960s he 
was the one of the chief designers of Soviet thermonuclear bombs and 
did not question Soviet foreign policy, acting on his conviction that it 
was simply necessary to preserve the balance between the Soviet Union 
and the United States. By 1968, however, Sakharov challenged Soviet 
ideology by arguing that the interests of humanity and the dangers of 
nuclear war necessitated ‘convergence’ between the Soviet Union and the 
West. Another example is the evolution of Anatoly Chernyaev, eventually 
a foreign policy adviser to Mikhail Gorbachev. A long-time offi cial of 
the International Department of the CC CPSU, he had full access to 
international information and the vantage point to observe, compare and 
reappraise Soviet foreign policy. By the 1970s, especially after the Soviet 
invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, he lost any illusions in Leninist 
ideology and the ‘world communist movement’. He was also repelled 
by the chauvinist and militarist components in Soviet domestic and 
foreign policy. Similar evolution can be found among many high-placed 
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experts in the privileged academic institutions and think-tanks, notably 
the Institute of World Economy and International Relations, later the 
Institute for the US and Canada (ISKAN).61

The ‘oases’ approach to Soviet ideology, however, could not answer 
important questions. Where was the place of ideological factors, for 
instance, in the specific tissue of Soviet foreign policy, combining 
pragmatism and caution with puzzling miscalculations and aggressive 
moves, such as the Berlin crises and the Korean war, or the Cuban 
missile crisis? A number of scholars sought explanation in the leaders’ 
personalities and their specifi c motivations. Vojtech Mastny and John 
Gaddis argued that the cold war was, to a great extent, the product of 
Stalin’s deep insecurity and authoritarian miscalculations.62 Vladislav 
Zubok and Constantine Pleshakov wrote that Soviet ideological amalgam 
(‘the revolutionary-imperial paradigm’) remained the fundamental 
framework for Soviet decision-making during most of the cold war, yet 
its specifi c interpretation was very much infl uenced by the perceptions, 
notions and experience of the successive Kremlin leaders.63 This makes it 
necessary to understand how the concepts and notions conceived at the 
top of the decision-making pyramid were interpreted and implemented 
at its bottom. Also, these views became contested by the majority of 
Russian scholars in the emerging Russian historiography of the early cold 
war. They claim that, in fact, the Marxist-Leninist ideological precepts 
had little to do with Stalin’s practical policies, in particular in Eastern 
Europe. Russian historians believe that Soviet foreign policy was driven, 
the regime and Stalin’s personality notwithstanding, by the quest for 
security and ‘geopolitical interests’.64 

Another potentially promising direction of research studies ideology, 
in combination with propaganda and mass culture, as a polyphonic 
phenomenon, constructed by state agents and state media according 
to specific needs and in response to changing international and 
domestic circumstances. The infl uence of French social history, as well 
as sociolinguistics, produced a number of research projects on Soviet 
political culture and ‘power discourse’. Stephen Kotkin’s study on the 
1930s, Jeffrey Brooks’ research on Soviet media during the 1940s, David 
Brandenberger’s book on the emergence of ‘National-Bolshevism’ and 
‘Russo-centrism’ during the 1930s, the monograph by Slava Gerovich 
on Soviet scientifi c debates on cybernetics during the 1950s–1960s – 
these works do not deal with the cold war and foreign policy. Yet they 
convincingly demonstrate that, for all personal free-thinking or cynicism, 
all members of Soviet leadership, elites and publicly active society had been 
reading, writing and thinking ideologically. Gerovich demonstrates that 
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the boundaries between the offi cial ideology and professional activities 
were not fi xed. The philosophical core of Marxist-Leninist ideology, 
dialectical materialism, allowed any kind of combinations of notions. It 
was essential for the practitioners in any fi eld to master the language of 
ideology (Soviet ‘newspeak’) to be able to pursue their agendas and make 
careers. Obviously, Soviet foreign policy-making cannot be an exception. 
Norman Naimark in his seminal study of Soviet occupational policies 
and attitudes in East Germany concludes that the Soviets constructed the 
only kind of society they knew; Soviet ideology thus was ‘diluted’ in the 
collective experience and political culture of the occupational forces.65

Also, such an approach to ideology helps to understand why, until 
the very end of the Soviet Union, there was no substantial opposition to 
the regime with anti-communist ideology. Unlike in Central European 
countries (e.g. Poland), Marxism and ‘dialectical materialism’ dominated 
Soviet intellectual discourse; even many dissidents began as the advocates 
of communism with ‘a human face’. Already by the mid-1940s Soviet 
newspeak emerged that all Soviet people understood, yet foreign 
communists and socialists could not make much sense of it. Even Soviet 
diplomats and experts in foreign propaganda communicated in Soviet 
newspeak when they discussed professional problems among themselves. 
The premium on mastering the ideological language was high. Even a 
simple dissertation on US domestic history (not to mention foreign policy) 
could not be defended and published if not couched in the appropriate 
ideological lexicon. One of the authors of this chapter confronted this 
problem when he wrote his diploma at the end of the 1970s at the MGU 
on the domestic policies of the Truman administration and later a Ph.D. 
in the early 1980s at the ISKAN on the evolution of the Democratic Party 
and the presidency of Jimmy Carter. Thus the Soviet ideology remained 
a constant presence even inside the ‘oases of free thinking’.

The new research suggests that Soviet ideology, albeit to a lesser extent 
than American and Western European ideologies, also was a polyphonic 
and complex phenomenon. In the late 1940s Soviet ideology included 
several components. First was the domestic ideological component 
represented by the campaign against the ‘genufl ection before the West’ 
and ‘rootless cosmopolitanism’. This was overseen by Stalin’s chief 
henchman on ideology and cultural affairs, Andrei Zhdanov (hence the 
description of this period of Soviet cultural history as the Zhdanovschina). 
The second component was embodied in the notion of the ‘two camps’, as 
espoused at the conference of international communist parties convened 
at Szklarska Poreba, in Poland, in September 1947. Henceforth, the USSR 
portrayed itself as the leader of progress and peace, and the United States 
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as the leader of the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ bloc, bent on racial domination and 
warmongering. Both components of this early Soviet cold war ideology 
had clear instrumental nature, adapted to internal mobilisation and 
external bloc-building needs. At the same time, in accordance with 
MacDonald’s defi nition, Soviet ideology represented a compromise 
between a fundamental (normative, ends-oriented) dimension of ideology 
and a technical one (empirical, means-oriented). In other words, the 
USSR’s political and military elites came to hold these ideological tenets 
as fundamental beliefs and foreign policy guidelines. The same can be 
said about another component: the much-propagated image of the Soviet 
Union as liberator of Eastern Europe from fascism. It was used to justify 
the presence of Soviet troops there and, subsequently, the suppression 
of popular revolutions in the GDR, Hungary and Czechoslovakia. Yet 
the same image was a deep-held conviction of the majority of Kremlin 
rulers and the military elites. 

The expansion of Soviet economy, substantial rise of living standards, 
and especially the growing popularity of the Soviet model of modernisation 
in the Third World helped to boost ideological beliefs in Soviet society, 
especially among the young cohorts. At the same time among the 
educated elites the grip of Soviet ideology lost its power after Khrushchev’s 
denunciation of Stalin in 1956. The new studies show that other events 
and developments produced splits in Stalinist ideological amalgam. The 
‘anti-cosmopolitan’ campaigns of 1949–52 produced numerous people 
who began to view the regime, and the party-state, as their enemy. 
Sociologist Vladimir Shlapentovkh, in his book combining the approaches 
of ‘totalitarian’ school and intellectual history, concludes that the Soviet 
ideological monolith began to erode after Stalin’s death, when some 
intellectuals began to resist ideological pressures and formed a new Soviet 
‘intelligentsia’ that began the movement for liberalisation and openness 
to the West.66 There were emerging two ideological poles, one rooted in 
the ‘internationalist’ and ‘humanist’ promises of the Bolshevik revolution, 
another based on ‘Russo-centric’ reinterpretations of Stalinism. Yitzhak 
Brudny concludes that since the mid-1960s there was ‘a steep decline 
in the mobilisational power of the Marxist-Leninist ideology and the 
consequent erosion of the ideological basis of the regime’s legitimacy’.67 
Xenophobic patriotism required complete isolation from ‘the West’, but 
the pragmatic requirement of competing with (and eventually overtaking) 
the USA economically required Western ideas, technology, trade and 
cultural contacts. While the Soviet state had to allow a limited ‘parting 
of the iron curtain’ – allowing foreign tourists to visit the USSR, and 
authorising the far more limited visits of Soviet citizens abroad – the 
process of erosion of Soviet ideological mentality accelerated.68
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Soviet ideology remained the dominant public discourse, but the 
elements of duplicity, double-think and cynicism grew. The political 
leadership and elites increasingly regarded ideology as a tedious ritual 
on which their life and career no longer depended. By the mid-1960s 
Yuri Andropov already could tell his advisers: ‘Think and write without 
regard [to ideology]. I will know myself what to report to the Politburo.’69 
Ideas borrowed from various strands of Russian nationalism since the late 
1960s began to spread through the ranks of Soviet bureaucracies. The 
ideologues of this movement, who spread their views through several 
literary journals, rejected the ‘revolutionary’ Marxist component of the 
ideological paradigm. They viewed communism as a transitional phase 
towards the triumph of Russia as a world power. At some point, Russian 
nationalists believed, the communist shell would be tossed off and the 
‘great Russia’ would re-emerge in the world.70

Increasingly scholars studying the end of the cold war acknowledge 
the role of the collapse of Soviet ideology and the rise of Gorbachev’s 
reformist ideology. The totalitarian school infl uenced some of the fi rst 
accounts on this subject. William Odom and Jack Matlock, both policy 
practitioners and veterans of the cold war, concluded in their works that 
the end of the confrontation occurred only when the Soviet leadership 
shed its fundamental ideological conceptions, among them the view 
that the confl ict between East and West represented an international 
‘class struggle’, and the notion of ‘imperialism as the highest stage of 
capitalism’.71 Another approach, represented by Archie Brown, Robert 
English and other scholars, describes a different dynamic. Instead of 
the ideological collapse, there was an ‘ideological revolution’, with the 
emergence of ‘new thinking’ after Gorbachev’s rise to power.72 The 
rejection of the entrenched Soviet ideology threatened Soviet domination 
in Eastern Europe and domestic control in the multinational Soviet 
Union itself. However, it did not necessitate the rejection of geopolitical 
‘realism’, refl ected in the futile use of force to preserve the integrity of the 
Soviet state. That rejection still needs to be explained, and most evidence 
highlights Gorbachev’s personality as a key factor. Nonetheless, it was the 
adoption of key tenets of Gorbachev’s ideas on foreign affairs (such as a 
rejection of the use of force to maintain hegemony over Eastern Europe, 
and the concept of a ‘common European home’) which contributed to 
the largely peaceful demise of communism in Europe in 1989–91.73

conc lus ions
Ideologies and ideological notions mattered in the cold war much 
more than previous generations of political scientists believed. Either as 
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cognitive frameworks or in their capacity as power-projecting tools, or – if 
one wants to take a purely instrumental approach – as mere propaganda 
instruments, ideas were an essential component of the cold war world, 
which cannot be reduced to any assumed ‘realist’ structure – be it conceived 
in purely economic or power-based terms – without losing an essential 
dimension of the narrative. Some preliminary important conclusions 
can already be drawn from a decade and a half of post-cold war research. 
First, cold war ideologies were dynamic and pluralistic amalgams, playing 
both instrumental and fundamental worldview functions not only in the 
Soviet Union, but also in the United States and Western Europe. Second, 
there is no single approach or school that provides an all-encompassing 
analytical tool for the study of ideologies in the West and the East. Both 
‘camps’ on the opposite sides of the great ideological divide between 
communism and capitalism remained polycentric; geopolitical interests, 
historical phobias, nationalist aspirations and particular leadership 
characters were the crucial ‘correcting factors’ that affected the ‘purity’ 
of ideological doctrines and preferences. Third, further study of the 
ideological phenomenon requires an international and perhaps inter-
disciplinary approach. In conclusion, a systematic study of the ideological 
dimension of the cold war promises to be one of the most fruitful and 
rewarding fi elds for the expansion and enrichment of historical research 
into the East–West confrontation which lasted from the late 1940s to 
the early 1990s. 
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4
al l iance

lawrence kaplan

The word ‘alliance’ has always been susceptible to multiple interpretations. 
It could apply to such cognate relationships as a coalition, entente, pact, 
or bloc as well as to a formal treaty. These variations require scholars to 
describe alliance in sweeping language as Robert Osgood did in defi ning 
it ‘as a formal agreement that pledges states to co-operate in using their 
military resources against a specifi c state or states and usually obligates 
one or more of the signatories to use force, or to consider (unilaterally or in 
consultation with allies) the use of force in specifi ed circumstances’.1

In the absence of a single accepted defi nition of alliance, its range can 
extend from a blanket alignment, referring to all kinds of international 
cooperation, to the more specifi c military cooperation in an alliance 
against a third power. An entente also encompasses military collaboration 
but it is usually an agreement without the specifi c obligations of an 
alliance. Reasons for contracting an alliance are almost as varied as the 
defi nition itself. Combining against a threat from a stronger power may be 
the most common justifi cation of an alliance. This could take a defensive 
form, as in the case of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) 
in 1949, or offensive as in the case of the Franco-American alliance of 
1778. Ententes can evolve into a full-scale alliance, as the Anglo-French-
Russian entente of 1907 did in 1914. Ideological factors also can play a 
role in making an alliance, as they did in the Sino-Soviet alliance of 1949 
to counter the perceived capitalist threat from the West. 

The distinctions between ideological and pragmatic reasons for making 
alliances are often blurred. Occasionally without the benefi t or even a 
wish for an alliance coincidental coordination of actions could place 
adversaries on the same side; both the United States and the Soviet Union 
condemned the Anglo-French invasion of Egypt in 1956, as Ole Hosti 
observed. It should be recognised that ‘an alliance is a formal agreement 
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between two or more nations to collaborate on national security matters’.2 
George Modelski concluded that there is a considerable literature on the 
working of an alliance – ‘on intra-alliance consultations and restraints. 
But paradoxically, we learn very little about what alliances in fact are.’3

The historian is compelled to illustrate by example. The classic case of 
an alliance, one that involved a number of states with binding obligations, 
was the Achaean League of Greece in the third century BC. In many ways 
it served as an unintended model for NATO, the primary case study in this 
chapter. Initially, it was a confederation of 12 cities (the precise number 
of nations in the original NATO). It had a federal constitution that left 
internal affairs to the constituent city-states, each having equal power in 
a council that met at least twice a year. The council was responsible for 
all matters of foreign policy, management of the army, and collection of 
federal taxes. The chief executive was commander-in-chief of the army, 
serving a one-year term but eligible for re-election every other year. 
Wars with other city-states weakened the league over the years, with its 
dissolution at the hands of Rome in 146 BC.

Alliances of this scope and magnitude were not to appear again until 
NATO was established in the twentieth century. Nor would there be less 
ambitious alliances until the rise of the city-states at the end of the Middle 
Ages. As Sidney Fay noted, alliances in the Italian Renaissance ‘formed and 
dissolved with kaleidoscope rapidity’.4 Less rapid but equally unreliable 
were alliances among the new nation states of the sixteenth century. From 
that time until the world wars of the twentieth century the concept of a 
league of allies, each surrendering certain prerogatives of sovereignty, was 
not to be found. ‘Concerts’ such as that following the defeat of Napoleon 
in 1815 refl ected a common goal – the suppression of revolutionary 
actions – but without binding actions to effect this result.

Alliances to maintain the balance of power in Europe fl ourished in 
the sixteenth through to the eighteenth centuries, a time when England 
allied with any country that could prevent a single continental power 
from dominating Europe. The balance of power, as Hans Morgenthau saw 
it, was ‘a protective device of an alliance of nations … against another 
nation’s designs for world domination’.5 In the sixteenth century England 
joined with France and the Ottoman empire to prevent Spain’s Charles V 
from controlling the continent. A century and a half later France under 
Louis XIV evoked a similar reaction from rival powers. The alliances 
created in those years lasted just long enough to curb the ambitions of a 
potential conqueror, with smaller nations joining one or the other parties 
for protection, creating what Stephen Walt has called the ‘bandwagon 
effect’ forcing insecure states to accept the domination of a powerful 
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aggressor, as Holland and Spain did in Napoleon’s Europe.6 But the more 
prevalent balancing impulse were combinations to pursue common 
interests, and these led to alignments that were subject to dramatic 
changes in their composition. Arguably, the most startling was the so-
called diplomatic revolution of 1756, following the War of the Austrian 
Succession, that witnessed the termination of the longstanding confl ict 
between Bourbon France and Hapsburg Austria. Until this time Britain 
had been on the side of Austria in its customary role of containing French 
expansion. As a consequence of the new combination of Austria and 
France, Britain joined Prussia, France’s former ally, to cope in the Seven 
Years War (1756–63) with the new Franco-Austrian alignment.

Witnessing the shifting alliances of European monarchies from across 
the Atlantic was the emerging American nation in rebellion not just 
against a putatively tyrannical mother country, but against the system 
of alliances that served the dynastic interests of European monarchs. 
Ironically, to secure its independence the former colonists allied with 
Britain’s enemy, France, to wage a successful war of independence in the 
late eighteenth century. Not only did the United States fail to distance 
itself from the corrupt Old World but it concluded an entangling alliance 
with an old adversary that engaged France, but with the stipulation 
that Americans could not leave the war without French approval. Good 
fortune combined with shrewd diplomacy permitted the new nation to 
make peace with Britain that secured more territory than its military 
activities merited. Yet the experience of alliance with a European power, 
no matter how necessary, nurtured the concept of non-entanglement 
that was not altered until the twentieth century.

The tradition of isolationism was modifi ed but not abandoned when 
the United States participated in the First World War. It helped to account 
for the nation’s refusal to accept President Woodrow Wilson’s League 
of Nations, the ambitious effort to provide the world with a collective 
security system that would end the balance-of-power politics that had 
caused wars over the centuries. Its decision deepened isolationism in 
the 1920s and 1930s. The United States stood aside as Europe failed to 
restrain the aggressive actions of fascist Italy and Nazi Germany until the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 brought the nation once again 
into a world war. Although the United States had not formally abandoned 
its traditional attitude toward entangling alliances after victory in the 
Second World War, it did help to create the United Nations, a new League 
of Nations, in which it played a leading role. Like its predecessor, it could 
not assure peace. Any one of the fi ve permanent members of the Council 
(the victors of the Second World War) had the veto power, which could 
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frustrate UN actions if the nation charged with violating the Charter was 
one of the permanent members. Referring to the failed League of Nations, 
J.L. Brierly judged in 1946 that ‘what we have done is to exchange a 
system which might or might not have worked for one which cannot 
work, and that instead of limiting the sovereignty of states we have 
actually extended the sovereignty of the Great Powers’.7

It was the failure of the second attempt in the twentieth century 
to establish a concert of nations to maintain collective security that 
inspired the creation of the North Atlantic Treaty in 1949, and in its 
wake the Sino-Soviet treaty as well as the Warsaw Pact, the South-East 
Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO) and the Central Treaty Organisation 
(CENTO). The fi rst three were major actors in the cold war and each of 
them had elements of ideological affi nities and perceptions of a common 
threat. Only the Atlantic alliance through NATO had the intention and 
capability to construct as well a new order in a Europe that intended to 
liberate Western Europe from its destructive past. 

nato and the western powers 

NATO, the fi rst and most enduring of these alliances, was initially the 
consequence of a need to preserve countries from the grip of Soviet-led 
communism. Western Europe turned to the United States for economic 
recovery, offered through the implementation of the Marshall Plan in 
1947. However, economic aid was not enough. If ever the time seemed 
ripe for a formal abandonment of the USA’s abstention from entangling 
alliances with Europe, it was in the dark winter of 1947–48. Efforts to come 
to terms with the Soviet Union over the future of Germany had failed, 
leaving an impasse over the German question that portended continuing 
confl ict with the Soviets that could erupt into a deadly new war. The 
British and French were convinced, as were the vulnerable smaller nations 
of the West, that American political and military involvement was vital 
if Europe was to have a sense of security that would ensure its economic 
recovery. British and French leaders, particularly their respective foreign 
ministers, Ernest Bevin and Georges Bidault, recognised the obstacles 
imposed by the isolationist past, and proceeded cautiously to entangle the 
United States in a Western European defence pact. In a major speech in 
the House of Commons on 22 January 1948, Bevin spoke of treaties to be 
made with France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg (the latter 
three known as the Benelux countries) that would culminate in a European 
union. The process actually had begun with the Treaty of Dunkirk in 1946 
when Britain and France bound themselves to suppress any revival of 
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German aggression. But this narrow alliance was broadened two months 
after Bevin’s address to encompass the Benelux countries in the Brussels 
pact, a treaty of collective self-defence. Its Article IV unequivocally stated 
that ‘[if] any of the High Contracting Parties should be the object of 
an armed attack in Europe, the other High Contracting Parties will, in 
accordance with the provisions of Article 51 of the Charter of the United 
Nations, afford the party so attacked all the military and other aid and 
assistance in their power’. Ideally, the Europeans wanted the United States 
to join this Western Union. Still, by demonstrating to sceptical Americans 
that they were prepared to defend themselves and pool their resources 
they hoped to break down the barriers to American participation.

In retrospect, Soviet behaviour rather than European plotting pushed 
the United States out of its isolationism and into a European alliance. The 
Czechoslovak coup, the warnings to Norway, the efforts to manipulate 
Italian elections, and the Berlin blockade combined to push the nation 
closer to Europe. But not close enough in 1948. An articulate minority in 
the Senate was convinced that membership in a European alliance would 
enmesh America in the politics of the Old World. The visceral suspicion 
that Europeans would take advantage of America’s benefi cence was not 
confi ned to isolationists. The military establishment was also uneasy. 
Military assistance would deplete their stocks, already at risk from a tight 
military budget. Nor were its leaders happy with recommendations for 
new commitments implied in a close association with the European 
allies that would overextend their military resources. But the strongest 
opposition emerged from the ranks of former isolationists, converts to 
internationalism, who feared that an Atlantic pact would subvert the UN 
Charter. Senator Arthur Vandenberg, chairman of the powerful Armed 
Services Committee, was their most prominent spokesman and had to be 
convinced that any such treaty would be in conformity with the Charter 
and not revive the discredited balance-of-power system.

It required long and contentious negotiations in Washington in the 
summer of 1948 with the Brussels Pact members before a pact could be 
concluded, and even then the presidential election of that year delayed 
a fi nal American response. When the treaty was signed on 4 April 1949, 
it had elements that discomfi ted the fi ve members of the Brussels Pact. 
One was the enlargement of the membership to include such countries as 
Norway and Denmark in the north and Portugal and Italy in the south. 
Their presence would mean that the core members would receive less 
military aid than if the alliance had been confi ned to the United States, 
Canada and the Western Union. Their primary concern, however, was 
over the language of what the Canadian statesman, Escott Reid, has 
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called the ‘pledge’: namely, the guarantee that the United States would 
come to the aid of any member under attack. They preferred to replicate 
the clear phrases of the Brussels Treaty’s Article IV. Instead, they had 
to accept Article V which did not accept an automatic response to an 
external attack. Rather than assuring that the allies, notably the United 
States, would have to commit ‘such military or other action … as may 
be necessary’ in defence of the victim, the fi nal text settled for ‘such 
action as it [member nation] deems necessary, including the use of armed 
force’. While this language appeased the US Senate, the allies had to 
be comforted with the including ‘forthwith’ should any assistance be 
needed. They could hope that as the United States became accustomed 
to its new relationship with Europe, it would treat an attack on London 
and Paris as the equivalent of an attack on New York or Chicago.

Given the long gestation of the alliance from July 1948 to April 1949, it 
was obvious that there was no instant obliteration of transatlantic history. 
The title itself (referring to the ‘North Atlantic’) reminded sceptics that 
the United States was not really joining a European alliance. Iceland, like 
Canada, assumed an importance it otherwise might not have had. Both 
sides of the Atlantic had to overlook deviations from the treaty’s preamble 
which assured that the treaty was ‘founded on the principles of democracy, 
individual liberty and the rule of law’. Portugal, which was ruled by a right-
wing dictatorship until 1974, did not meet this standard any more than 
Italy fi tted into the geography of the North Atlantic. Greece’s membership 
of NATO was not affected by its experience of military rule (1967–74), 
and the same was true with Turkey, despite the frequent intervention of 
its armed forces in civilian politics. In these cases, the West’s geopolitical 
interests took precedence over considerations of democratic propriety. 
Nor were the many references to the UN Charter to be taken as anything 
more than a device to make the treaty palatable to Vandenberg and his 
followers. If NATO were genuinely a regional organisation under the 
aegis of the Charter’s Articles 53 and 54 its proceedings would have to 
be reported to the Security Council where the Soviets held a seat. So 
in reality the only Charter article specifi cally identifi ed in the treaty 
was Article 51, permitting individual and collective defence, without 
involving the Security Council. The alliance was intended to have a life 
of 20 years, but not the 50 years of the Brussels Treaty – longer than 
Americans wanted but shorter than Europeans had anticipated. It was 
obvious that the treaty was born of compromises necessary to meet the 
perceived common threat.

The Brussels Pact powers provided a useful model for developing 
institutions to implement the alliance. The North Atlantic Treaty’s 
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Article 9 mandated a Council. Under its authority subsidiary bodies 
were quickly established. Regional planning groups were supported by 
a Military Production and Supply Board (MPSB) and a Defence Financial 
and Economic Committee (DFEC). More signifi cant were the military 
arrangements: a Defence Committee (composed of defence ministers), a 
Military Committee (composed of chiefs of staff), and its Standing Group 
(composed of military leaders of the three major powers in the alliance). 
For the most part these were replicas of the Western Union committees 
which added NATO operations to their regular activities until the NATO 
groups completed their organisation.

This elaborate infrastructure existed only on paper in NATO’s fi rst year. 
There was little coordination among them. And it did not seem to matter. 
The Europeans seemingly had won their major objective: entangling the 
United States in a European alliance. The sense of security this provided 
permitted them to turn their attention to Article 3, extracting military 
aid as quickly as possible. Fear of a Soviet invasion was never a critical 
issue. Rather, it was fear of Soviet intimidation of vulnerable governments 
and exploitation of domestic communist parties to take power by 
constitutional means that most concerned them in 1949. The allies 
achieved this objective as well, but not before the senior partner insisted 
on monitoring the distribution and use of the supplies and equipment 
in each of the recipient countries. These bilateral arrangements disturbed 
the allies, particularly when reciprocal assistance to the United States 
included base rights. Moreover, the Europeans were expected to endorse 
a strategic plan that would have the USA evacuate its troops from most of 
Europe before returning to liberate Soviet-occupied allied territory. This 
short-term defence plan, reminiscent of the experiences of the Second 
World War, was so unacceptable that it was replaced by a medium-term 
plan in the spring of 1950 that would have Europe defended at the 
Rhine. While this concession left the Netherlands, Denmark and Norway 
unprotected, it was the best the allies could get at that time. The tensions 
of the fi rst year were manageable.

What transformed the alliance was a traumatic event on the other 
side of Eurasia – the outbreak of war in Korea. Assuming that the Soviets 
orchestrated the North Korean attack against South Korea in preparation 
for a similar communist attack against West Germany, the United States 
not only rallied quickly to the support of South Korea, but felt the need 
to meet a comparable crisis in Europe. The result was a reorganisation of 
the alliance, putting, as many believe, the ‘O’ in NATO. Massive military 
aid followed, and was accompanied by NATO’s expanding its membership 
to include Greece and Turkey in February 1952 – an idea that had been 
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rejected in 1949 – and ultimately West Germany in May 1955 – an idea 
that was almost unthinkable in 1949. On the assumption that NATO 
was in immediate danger of a Soviet attack, the southern fl ank needed 
to be secured, and German troops and resources had to be tapped if the 
Soviets were to be deterred or defeated.

Although there was always a military component to NATO, the 
reorganisation resulting from the Korean war was as extensive as 
it was dramatic. By the end of 1950 a Supreme Allied Command in 
Europe (SACEUR) was headed by General Dwight D. Eisenhower and 
headquartered in Paris with subordinate commands ranging from Norway 
to Turkey. Similarly, a Supreme Atlantic Command (SACLANT) serving 
the ocean would have its headquarters in Norfolk, Virginia. Plans were 
made at the Lisbon meeting of the North Atlantic Council in February 
1952 to mobilise 50 divisions, spearheaded by four new American 
divisions authorised by the US Congress in the aftermath of the Korean 
war. To match the military changes the offi ce of secretary-general was 
established at the Lisbon meeting. Traditionally, the secretary-general 
has been a European, while the supreme allied commanders have always 
been Americans. 

There were no signifi cant changes in the NATO structure or in the 
composition of the membership over the course of the cold war, except 
for the addition of Spain in 1982. Drawing in Spain did complete the 
adherence of the Iberian peninsula, but Spain’s presence was less a 
military factor than evidence of the evolution of the alliance into a 
vehicle for the movement toward European unifi cation that was separate 
from opposition to communist expansion but integral to one of the 
objectives of the alliance.

American domination of NATO was particularly prominent in the fi rst 
decade as Western Europe continued its recovery from world war. The 
NATO method of governance was by ‘consensus’, but it was inevitable 
that consensus for the most part would be driven by US priorities until 
Europeans acquired the power to press interests that were not necessarily 
those of the superpower. Yet dissent frequently appeared even in the early 
years of the organisation. The smaller nations expressed resentment over 
lack of consultation by the larger members in 1956, and more successfully 
in the so-called Harmel initiative in 1967 (named after the Belgian foreign 
minister, Pierre Harmel) when NATO gave détente equal billing with 
defence as its primary objectives.

France from the outset had opposed what it regarded as an Anglo-
American condominium in control of the alliance, and withdrew from 
the organisation military structure, but not from the alliance itself, 
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in 1966. Greece also withdrew its military support but unlike France 
returned six years later. Its displeasure was directed not against the United 
States but against Turkey over the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974. 
Germany, the potential focus of battle in the event of a Soviet assault, was 
essentially more favourably disposed toward the American presence and 
its leadership than the other allies. West German leaders identifi ed the 
United States as its primary supporter when memories of its Nazi past still 
haunted its neighbours. Yet those memories faded and as its economic 
strength grew, the Germans wanted a share in the nuclear capabilities that 
the British and French as well as the United States possessed. Moreover, 
they were unhappy with a military strategy that made it inevitable that 
a war between NATO and the Warsaw Pact would be fought on German 
territory, West or East.

When the cold war ended with the implosion of the Soviet Union 
and the disintegration of the Warsaw Pact in 1991, NATO remained 
intact. Whatever the diffi culties the next decade would bring, the alliance 
survived and believed that it still had missions to fulfi l. None of the 
foregoing tensions culminated in the departure of any ally from alliance 
even if some of them were never resolved. The smaller nations were 
mollifi ed by US willingness in the 1960s to share nuclear information; 
France’s decision to leave the integrated military structure did not 
preclude informal collaboration over the next generation; and the end 
of the cold war dissolved Germany’s concerns about nuclear warfare on 
its territory.

In NATO’s fi rst 40 years there was inevitably a shift in the transatlantic 
balance as Europe recovered from the devastation of the Second World 
War and became less dependent on the American partner. By the time that 
the Soviet empire had imploded the two initial objections of the alliance 
had been achieved: coping with and ultimately surmounting the challenge 
of Soviet communism, and moving steadily toward the unifi cation of 
Europe. Important as the alliance was to the history of both the United 
States and its European allies its historiography has had a chequered 
past. In the United States it has suffered from the perception among 
American historians that the North Atlantic Treaty was a by-product of 
the Truman Doctrine, a lesser event among the many dramatic changes 
in American foreign relations after the Second World War. Piecemeal, 
it appealed as a subject of study to political scientists more than to 
historians for the lessons it could offer to particular political science 
models. Political scientists arguably have made greater contributions to 
NATO historiography than historians, although Marc Trachtenberg and 
Thomas A. Schwartz have gone some way to redress this imbalance.8 
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While many universities had created centres of foreign policy studies in 
the past half-century, the Lyman L. Lemnitzer Center for NATO Studies 
(now NATO and European Union Studies) at Kent State University stands 
alone among universities in the special place it has given to the Atlantic 
alliance. Monographs published by the Center for the most part have 
dealt with the beginnings of the alliance.9

The memoirs of such important participants as Canada’s Escott Reid 
and Britain’s Nicholas Henderson have illuminated the formation of the 
alliance.10 NATO studies in Europe have been extensive, with centres in 
Oslo and Florence leading the way. British scholars like John Baylis and 
John W. Young have offered insights into the role of Ernest Bevin in the 
creation of alliance,11 while Pierre Melandri, Frederic Bozo and other 
French scholars have analysed their own country’s relationship with 
fellow North Atlantic Treaty powers.12 The Military History Research 
Offi ce in Potsdam has produced monographs and sponsored conferences 
for the past 20 years on the military role of NATO.13 Since the 50th 
anniversary of the signing of the treaty, there has been increased interest 
in its history, notably among European scholars as NATO archives in 
Brussels have been become available through 1972. Gustav Schmidt has 
edited a massive history of NATO, based on two conferences held in 
Brussels and Bonn in 1999, while Mark Smith has written about the 
hitherto overlooked topic of NATO’s expansion during the cold war 
– most studies of NATO enlargement tend to focus on the admission of 
former Warsaw Pact states after 1997. As noted in the Introduction and 
in Chapter 5, the work of the Parallel History Project (PHP), inspired by 
Vojtech Mastny, should encourage future scholarly research into the 
histories of both NATO and the Warsaw Pact. The PHP’s primary emphasis 
lies with the Eastern bloc, but the products of the conferences it has 
sponsored (which are soon to be published) will aid the study of both of 
the European cold war alliances.14

the r ise and fa l l  of  the warsaw pact 

NATO was the archetype of cold war alliances, even though the alliances 
that followed differed markedly from the original. The Warsaw Pact is 
a case in point. If NATO was an association of like-minded nations for 
mutual benefi ts, the Warsaw Pact organisation claimed a similar status. 
But in effect it was an instrument of the senior partner. NATO’s members 
chose of their own will to enter into the alliance, and no actions could 
be taken without the approval of each nation. In contrast, members of 
the Warsaw Pact were under the domination of the Soviet Union.



 alliance 121

The pact was made with nations of Eastern Europe, all of which were 
communist regimes linked to the Soviets through bilateral agreements. 
In this context there was no need for a restructuring of the relationship. 
But when the Soviet Union tried and failed to prevent West Germany 
from joining NATO, it established the Warsaw Pact as a counter-NATO. 
The Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance signed 
on 14 May 1955 created the Warsaw Treaty Organisation, mirroring the 
language of the North Atlantic Treaty.15 The Warsaw Pact’s Article 4, the 
equivalent of NATO’s Article 5, obligated each member to come to the aid 
of any ally attacked by ‘any State or group of States with all means deemed 
necessary including the use of armed force’. Articles 5 and 6 provided 
the mechanisms for implementing the treaty – a Unifi ed Command 
and a Political Consultative Committee. The fi nal clause of the treaty 
stipulated that the Warsaw Pact would dissolve itself if NATO should do 
the same. The pact was initially another instrument in the Soviet effort 
to undermine NATO and drive the United States out of Europe.

The Warsaw Pact provided other functions for the Soviet Union. It 
served as legal justifi cation for stationing its troops in the territories of 
its subordinate allies – Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, East Germany, 
Hungary, Poland and Romania – even when this arrangement was not 
carried out, as was the case with Bulgaria, Romania (after 1958) and 
Albania after 1961. At the same time the Warsaw Pact could pose as 
a defensive organisation against an aggressive NATO, a position that 
helped to mobilise popular support in Poland and East Germany. This 
rationale particularly appealed to Poland, which still feared West German 
ambitions to recover territory ceded after the Second World War. For the 
GDR membership of the Pact reinforced its status in the alliance and 
calmed its fears about a rearmed West Germany that could have access 
to nuclear weapons.

The Warsaw Pact’s military structure bore a superfi cial resemblance 
to NATO’s. Just as a US Army or Air Force General was always in charge 
of SACEUR, so a Soviet General was the supreme military commander 
of the Pact’s military forces. But the resemblance ends there. The 
Warsaw Pact’s unifi ed command allowed little initiative to its members. 
A Soviet Marshal was commander-in-chief of the Joint Armed Forces, 
with Generals from the lesser nations serving as deputies. While the 
deputies commanded forces from their own states, the staff of the Joint 
Armed Forces was situated in Moscow. The Soviets expended little effort 
to develop the military power of the member states. In essence, this 
alliance replaced the bilateral agreements before 1955 and provided a 
more effective means of controlling the political as well as military lives of 
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the partners. Although the ideal of consensus as a prerequisite to decisions 
was never fully realised in NATO, it did not exist in its counterpart. When 
a perceived threat to the fabric of communism arose in Hungary in 1956 
Soviet forces suppressed the uprising under the treaty’s article. Twelve 
years later the reform movement in Czechoslovakia was put down by the 
USSR and other Warsaw Pact states (excluding Romania), and inspired 
the Brezhnev Doctrine that denied the right of any communist country 
to change its political system.

Soviet control was never complete. Witness Romania’s slipping from 
the Warsaw Pact’s military sphere even as it remained an ideological 
partner, Albania’s defection from the Pact in favour of its ties to China, 
and particularly the ability of Poland’s ‘Solidarity’ movement to survive 
in the face of opposition from Warsaw as well as Moscow. The loyalty of 
allies in the event of war was always suspect, and the rapid dissolution 
of the Pact under the liberalisation of the Gorbachev regime in Moscow 
sharply contrasts with NATO’s history after the cold war. If NATO owes 
its heritage to the Achaean League, with its sharing of authority, the 
Warsaw Treaty Organisation resembled the Delian League which Athens 
exploited in the fi fth century BC to convert an alliance of free Greek city-
states against Persian aggression into a permanent relationship under 
Athenian domination. 

The historiography of the Warsaw Pact inevitably is considerably 
sparser than NATO’s. During the cold war Western scholars could examine 
it only from the outside, and Warsaw Pact historians had no more access 
to documents than their NATO counterparts. Nothing would be printed 
that was not in accord with offi cial doctrine. Consequently, Western 
scholars writing in the midst of the cold war often missed the nuances 
that differentiated the roles of the Pact’s members in their relationship 
to the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, perceptive studies were produced in 
this period, which included those written by Thomas W. Wolfe, Charles 
Gati, Daniel N. Nelson and Robin Remington.16 The end of the cold war 
opened a path for more authoritative treatments of the Warsaw Pact as 
the new democracies in Eastern Europe, along with Russia itself, were 
expected to make the archives available to scholars. But the path was 
more diffi cult than anticipated. Many of the records were in disarray, and 
access in some of the allied countries was minimal. Western scholars and 
their governments made efforts to provide fi nancial as well as technical 
help to struggling archives. At a conference held in Washington in March 
1994 the Offi ce of the Secretary of Defense and the US Army Centre of 
Military History gathered historians and archivists from most of the 
former Warsaw Pact members to discuss the possibilities of archival 
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cooperation in making knowledge of the inner workings of the Pact 
available to scholars.17

While the results of this conference were mixed, momentum was 
building through the activities of the PHP Cold War International 
History Project (CWIHP) at the Woodrow Wilson International Center 
for Scholars in Washington in the later 1990s and especially through the 
establishment of two new journals, Cold War History and the Journal of 
Cold War Studies, also served by international editors. As noted above, 
the PHP’s work on Warsaw Pact sources has led to the publication of a 
volume of translated documents, edited by Malcolm Byrne and Vojtech 
Mastny, entitled A Cardboard Castle. The editors also provide an insightful 
introductory essay that comprises the most important history to date 
of the Warsaw Pact, revealing the tensions and confl icts inside the 
alliance.18

the s ino-soviet  a l l iance 

The Sino-Soviet relationship refl ects another element in the composition 
of alliances. Like the Warsaw Pact and NATO it can claim an organisation 
built around a defence against potential aggressors. But unlike both 
alliances there was no organisation to cement relations. It was a marriage of 
ideological convenience, based in 1949 on a perception that the capitalist 
West under American leadership was a common threat to international 
communism. Although Stalin initially supported the Guomindang after 
the war, the weakness of Chiang Kai-Shek’s regime combined with the 
growing strength of the Communist Party (CCP) demonstrated the logic 
of aiding the latter in the Chinese civil war, and in supporting the People’s 
Republic after its establishment in October 1949. Mao’s willingness to 
respect the seniority of Moscow as the centre of the communist world 
was an important ingredient in the match. From China’s perspective fear 
of American hostility made the Soviet Union a vital factor in its sense 
of security. By the late 1940s the CCP saw the world divided into two 
camps, and regarded its revolution as part of the Soviet-led international 
proletarian movement. By fi rmly implanting itself in the Soviet camp 
China would inhibit American intervention in East Asia.

Dependence on the Soviet Union as the senior partner seemed validated 
when China entered the Korean war in November 1950. The psychological 
more than material support was important as China was locked in combat 
with the United States. This situation lasted less than a decade. By the 
end of the 1950s Mao had begun to challenge the apparently risk-averse 
partner, asserting that the Soviets were not suffi ciently confrontational 
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in their relations with the West. Their diverging positions over Vietnam 
in the early 1960s confi rmed Chinese suspicions about Khrushchev’s 
inadequate leadership of international communism. The Soviets 
responded by exploiting confl ict between Mao and his colleagues, and 
reducing economic and military aid to Beijing in 1960 at a time when the 
impact of Mao’s ambitious plans for economic growth (the ‘Great Leap 
Forward’) made such assistance a test of friendship. But when Khrushchev 
recalled all Soviet experts from China Mao was able to use the dispute 
with Moscow as a diversion from the failure of his economic programme 
and as a measure of China’s loyalty to a more genuine communism than 
the Soviets demonstrated. 

In essence the alliance was over in the 1960s, the victim of China’s 
competition for leadership of the communist world. It failed to win 
over the Warsaw Pact – only Albania hued to the line that Moscow was 
betraying the movement by its apparent accommodation with the West. 
But it is noteworthy that the United States was slow in recognising the 
dimensions of the split between Moscow and Beijing. Despite information 
that was available to Western scholars and diplomats, the United States 
gave only lip service to the break, and seemed unaware in the 1960s of 
the opportunities possible in exploiting the division in the communist 
camp. Only in the 1970s did the United States play the ‘China card’ 
when Nixon achieved détente with Beijing with the help of Kissinger’s 
diplomacy. By the 1980s when Soviet SS-20 missiles were targeted at 
Chinese as well as European cities the PRC sought informal relations with 
NATO, applauding the Atlantic alliance’s opposition to the Soviet bloc. 
Not until late in the 1980s, long after the abandonment of Mao’s doctrine 
of continuous revolution, did Moscow and Beijing move toward more 
normal relations. By the 1990s the Soviet Union had disappeared and 
both Russia and China were working to develop a capitalist economy. 

It is not surprising that there the historiography of the Sino-Soviet alliance 
required considerable time to elapse before scholars could approach this 
subject. Memoirs by Chinese policy-makers did not appear until the 1990s, 
and are not available in English. Among the more useful works in English 
is that by John W. Garver, and Gordon H. Chang’s study of the triangular 
relationship between the USA, the USSR and the PRC.19 Zubok and 
Pleshakov’s study of the USSR’s role in the cold war from 1945 to 1964 shed 
light on the decline of Sino-Soviet relations, symbolised by the acrimonious 
meeting Khrushchev had with Mao in Beijing in 1958. Michael Chang’s 
work emphasises the role of ideology in the Sino-Soviet alliance, while 
Odd Arne Westad has edited a valuable study re-examining the evolution 
of relations between the USSR and China from 1949 to 1963.20
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seato and cento

More ephemeral were the alliances in the Middle East and East Asia, 
created by the United States to contain the Soviet expansionism in those 
areas. Pakistan’s membership of both CENTO and SEATO linked the two 
alliances. But the attempt to replicate the NATO experience in Asia failed. 
The United States joined with Australia, France, New Zealand, Pakistan, 
the Philippines, Thailand and the United Kingdom to sign the South-East 
Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO) in Manila in 1954. Like NATO and the 
Warsaw Pact it contained both political and military features, with the 
military predominating. Basically, the Manila Pact was to provide US 
nuclear protection to vulnerable states in South-East Asia from both direct 
Chinese aggression and indirect Soviet-inspired communist insurgents 
in Vietnam. While it purported to be a mutual assistance pact, it was the 
inspiration for the American-inspired protocol in aid of the struggling 
government of South Vietnam after the peninsula’s division at the Geneva 
conference of 1954. The resemblance to NATO was intentional. SEATO 
was one of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles’ building blocks in the 
containment of communism. But it lacked the elements that made NATO 
distinctive. SEATO was an American device to avoid a unilateral military 
commitment to the defence of South Vietnam, and its organs, such as 
its secretariat-general, were only window dressing. The major partners, 
Britain and France, had little interest in establishing an Asian NATO. 
When the Vietnam war exposed the inability of the United States to use 
SEATO as a surrogate, its irrelevance became clear. The alliance dissolved 
without fanfare in 1977.

The Central Treaty Organisation (CENTO), a successor to the Baghdad 
Pact of 1955, was designed to serve as a geographical bridge between 
NATO and SEATO. Composed of Britain, Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, it 
lacked an American presence. Dulles wanted to encourage a sense of 
regional identifi cation as well as to extend an arc around the Soviet 
Union. The linkages among the alliances were represented by NATO’s 
Turkey and SEATO’s Pakistan as members of CENTO. Yet CENTO had 
even less meaning than SEATO as a defence organisation. When Iraq 
defected from the Baghdad Pact in 1958 the surviving members took the 
name of CENTO. The change made little difference in function. CENTO 
terminated informally when Iran withdrew in February, and Pakistan in 
June 1979. It had in any case been superseded by the bilateral treaties the 
United States had concluded with Iran, Pakistan and Turkey that pledged 
military action against an aggressor (the US–Iranian relationship was, 
of course, destroyed by the Islamic revolution of 1979). With Turkey in 
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confl ict with its NATO partner Greece over Turkey, and Pakistan with 
India over Kashmir, CENTO was even less credible than SEATO as an 
effective alliance.

If SEATO and CENTO played a role in the conduct of the cold war, it 
was in the projection of American power around the rim of Eurasia. The 
results were periodic deterrence of aggression from the Soviet Union 
and the PRC and fi tful resistance to communist penetration in critical 
areas. The ‘bandwagon’ effect was at work in lining up members of 
both alliances. For a time SEATO’s intervention appeared possible in 
the Laotian crisis of 1961–62. The language of these treaties echoed that 
of the North Atlantic Treaty, including pro forma obeisance to the UN 
Charter. But its Article IV, dealing with a military response to aggression, 
required only that ‘the Parties consult immediately in order to agree on 
the measures which should be taken for the common defence’. Both 
SEATO and CENTO lasted a generation but like the Franco-American 
alliance of 1778, its longevity did not signify continuing relevance. 
Although there are some studies on both alliances, neither has attracted 
signifi cant historiographical interest.21 

conc lus ions

NATO stands alone in the history of the cold war because of the unique 
qualities that informed its creation. Despite some obvious anomalies 
in its composition, it was an alliance of democracies into which the 
hegemon was lured to perform functions that the Europeans could not 
do by themselves in 1949. The primary initial impulse was protection 
against the spread of communism, led by an apparently aggressive Soviet 
Union. Secondary, but ultimately as important, was the role the United 
States played in helping Western Europe turn its back on its history of 
internecine wars. Without realising what the outcome would be, the 
United States set in motion the unifi cation of Europe, by supporting, or 
not opposing, such European initiatives as the ESCE in 1950, the Treaty 
of Rome in 1957, and the steps leading to the formation of the EU in 
the 1990s. 

There were confl icts of interests and transatlantic misunderstandings 
throughout the fi rst half-century of NATO’s history, and they persist 
today in the Franco-German confrontation with America and Britain 
over Iraq and in the rival NATO–EU rapid response forces. Nevertheless, 
the most striking difference between NATO and other alliances has been 
its fl exibility. America during the cold war had been the driving force 
in securing a consensus for NATO decisions, but it was rarely able to 
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impose its will upon unwilling allies. The smaller members’ objections 
were not swept aside; the Harmel report of 1967 that promoted détente 
as well as defence was their product, and the Nuclear Planning Group 
of 1966 was the result of a successful effort to have their views heard on 
nuclear matters. The larger allies, particularly France and Germany, had 
their infl uence augmented by their roles in the European Community, 
and subsequently in the European Union.

The alliance’s fl exibility was manifested by its survival after the cold war 
when it identifi ed crisis management as one of NATO’s key responsibilities 
at the summit meeting of the North Atlantic Council in Rome in 1991. 
This objective was designed to replace containment of Soviet expansion 
as a primary function of the alliance. At the important summit session 
at Prague in 2002, NATO recognised out-of-area responsibilities that had 
involved the alliance in Iraq and Afghanistan. NATO’s experience in the 
Balkans in the 1990s and in South Asia in the twenty-fi rst century suggests 
shortcomings as well as successes in seeking new functions for NATO. 
Conceivably, tensions over future crises could terminate the alliance, or 
make its existence irrelevant. No essay on this alliance should conclude 
without the observation that under the terms of Article 13 of the North 
Atlantic Treaty any member could withdraw from NATO after a year’s 
notice. France did withdraw from its military structure in 1966, as did 
Greece in 1974, but Greece rejoined in 1980 and France remains a de 
facto participant in 2005. At the time of writing, no member has chosen 
to take advantage of Article 13.
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s trategy 

lawrence freedman and geraint  hughes

The requirements of strategy during the cold war were quite distinct 
from any other period in the history of confl ict. There had been previous 
periods when a high degree of great power antagonism existed but none 
when the consequences of war threatened to be so severe. The fear of a 
nuclear holocaust meant that neither the Western nor the Soviet side was 
inclined to attempt resolution through war, although both had to make 
contingency plans for the outbreak of an East–West confl ict, occurring 
either by accident or design. The provisions and plans for all-out war led 
to a number of unnerving moments, and a degree of arms racing, but the 
basic inhibition against resort to war held. As a result, when the cold war 
concluded after some four decades, this was not with a decisive military 
clash but with the internal collapse of the Soviet bloc. 

There is insuffi cient space to list all the studies relating to cold war 
strategy, particularly regarding American strategy. There are the studies 
either by – or about – the generation of civilian strategists (notably 
Bernard Brodie, Hermann Kahn, William Kaufman, Thomas Schelling 
and Albert Wohlstetter) whose works infl uenced the public debate on 
the role of nuclear weapons in US defence policy which took place 
during the 1950s, and some of whom also had an input in the policy-
making process under Kennedy.1 Secondly, there are numerous works 
relating to the conduct of defence policy by successive US administrations 
from Truman to Reagan, and the perceptions of the Soviet ‘threat’ that 
infl uenced the decisions made on procurement, force structures and 
doctrine.2 Students of American defence policy can also consult the US 
government’s Foreign Relations of the United States volumes, as well as 
material made available online by the George Washington University’s 
National Security Archive.3 Thirdly, there are several studies covering the 
strategic concepts and planning instituted by the USA’s West European 
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allies, which had a wider impact on the development of NATO’s strategy 
for containing Soviet expansion by collective defence in peacetime, as 
well as its plans for resisting any Warsaw Pact attack. Furthermore, two 
of the USA’s European allies – Britain and France – were nuclear powers, 
and both countries had their own deterrence doctrines, whether these 
were based on ‘interdependence’ with the USA and NATO (as was the 
case with the British), or on the theoretical use of nuclear weapons for 
purely national interests (the justifi cation for the French force de frappe 
since the 1960s).4

There is less material available covering the Soviet side, although the 
collapse of both the USSR and the Warsaw Pact has made this subject 
easier to research. During the cold war, some Western scholars and 
‘think-tanks’ produced carefully researched assessments of the Soviet/
Warsaw Pact ‘threat’, based on whatever evidence was available in the 
public domain – from the Soviet and Western media, or from offi cial 
government sources. These tended to be more analytical and more careful 
in their conclusions than politically-inspired pronouncements which, for 
example, included the volumes entitled Soviet Military Power published 
annually by the US Department of Defense during the 1980s.5 Even 
after the cold war’s end, the Russian government retains a considerable 
amount of primary source material on Soviet military planning and 
defence policies. Fortunately, East European archives do offer scholars an 
indirect means of researching this subject, and the documentary evidence 
available does offer a means for scholars to reassess pre-1991 studies of 
Soviet national security policy and strategy. As noted above, both the 
Cold War International History and Parallel History Projects have also 
contributed to the study of Soviet and Eastern bloc strategy – the latter 
has recently published a documentary history of the Warsaw Pact from 
its foundation in 1955 to its collapse in February 1991.6 

By strategy, we refer to the interaction of military means with political 
ends. This is a dynamic relationship in which each element has to be 
adjusted to the requirements of the other. The story of strategy in the 
cold war is to a considerable extent the story of apparently absolute 
military power becoming geared to limited political ends. There are 
levels of military preparedness where civilian contributions might be 
expected to play a marginal role. Armies, navies and air forces have 
their core competencies which are their responsibilities to develop and 
refi ne, and their roles are tested on the tactical level of war-fi ghting. 
The more, however, the military-political interface becomes important, 
the more civilians contribute. In the classic Clausewitzian defi nition, 
strategy was the use of battle to fulfi l the ends of war which, as Clausewitz 
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famously instructed us, are politically determined.7 During the cold war, 
it was argued that between tactics and strategy there is an intermediate, 
or operational, level. This was largely a matter of scale and level of 
command, drawing together a number of battles rather than a number of 
smaller-scale engagements. It was of interest during the cold war because 
it was a level in conventional warfare to which the Soviet Union paid far 
more attention than the United States. In the nuclear sphere, however, 
because of the wide political implications of a single nuclear detonation 
and the existential consequences of a series of nuclear exchanges, there 
was no special reason why the military had any greater expertise than 
the civilian. Indeed the civilian strategists set the terms of the debate on 
nuclear operations, including the large question of whether it was even 
helpful to think of nuclear weapons in operational terms. In doing so 
they sought to link operations to the wider questions of policy, including 
the conduct of the cold war without a ‘hot war’, as well as the possible 
course of an East–West confl ict. What they did less well was relate this 
to the level of analysis beyond strategy, that is grand strategy, where all 
the instruments of policy, economic, cultural and diplomatic as well as 
military, come together in a fundamental sense. At this level there are 
questions to be asked about the changes in the international system and 
how states, or groups of states, are likely to be affected by these changes 
and how they should best respond. Grand strategy helps identify where, if 
at all, force or threats of force have a role to play in meeting the objectives 
of policy. Strategy then considers the alternative forms of force that might 
be used and how they might meet the ends of policy, and also how these 
ends might have to be adjusted to fi t the means available. The strategy is 
then realised at the operational and tactical levels of war-fi ghting.8

In this chapter we explain why nuclear strategy acquired an operational 
focus for both sides in the cold war, accepting that this eventually came 
to embrace the conduct of arms control negotiations, which provided 
an alternative (and far less dangerous) arena in which to struggle for 
comparative advantage. We will also examine the evolution of NATO’s 
planning for peacetime deterrence and its contingency preparations for 
the complete breakdown of East–West relations, which many expected 
would lead to a confl ict between NATO and the Warsaw Pact in Central 
Europe. From the 1960s onwards, Western governments perceived that in 
such a scenario they would face two extremely diffi cult tasks – ensuring 
that Western Europe was not overrun by the numerically preponderant 
Soviet bloc, while preventing the escalation of any continental clash 
into a cataclysmic global thermonuclear holocaust. Throughout the cold 
war, NATO’s strategic debates were shaped by almost constant wrangling 
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between the alliance’s members over how to ensure effective collective 
defence against the USSR and its East European allies. This chapter will 
also examine Soviet national security policy, and how the USSR’s military 
doctrine affected Warsaw Pact plans for a confl ict with NATO.

character ist i cs  of  co ld war strategy: 
the theoret ica l  and pol i cy-making context 

One of the key features of cold war strategy, at least on the Western side, 
was the involvement of civilian defence intellectuals in public debates 
concerning defence policy. In his Evolution of Nuclear Strategy Lawrence 
Freedman has described the two types of civilian scholars who infl uenced 
US thinking on strategy. The ‘classical’ strategists had backgrounds in 
politics and history and were preoccupied with the role of force in the 
international system. It was the classical strategists, such as Bernard Brodie, 
Henry Kissinger, Robert Osgood in the USA, as well as Michael Howard in 
Britain and Raymond Aron in France who saw how the risks of nuclear 
annihilation were challenging traditional concepts of the role of force. As 
Brodie famously observed at the start of the nuclear age, ‘everything about 
the atomic bomb is overshadowed by the twin facts that it exists and its 
destructive power is fantastically great’.9 Soon there was a third fact: this 
power was accessible to more than one state, immediately raising the 
prospect of nuclear use prompting a response in kind, and so rendering 
any political gains looking paltry in the face of wholly disproportionate 
costs. The classical strategists posed questions of limitation and restraint in 
the face of a global confrontation between two deeply antagonistic power 
blocs. So pressing did this issue become that the global confrontation 
itself became somewhat taken for granted. By the early 1950s the broad 
outlines of the cold war had already been settled, and the key issues 
became how to cope with the pace of technological change, especially 
in the military sphere, with hydrogen (fusion) bombs following the fi rst 
atomic (fi ssion) bombs, missiles taking over from aircraft as the most 
reliable means of delivery, submarines offering themselves as platforms, 
and claims that developments in radar and interception might allow 
the defence to neutralise the extraordinary leaps forward being made in 
offensive means. Attempts to develop concepts of limitation and restraint 
required constant attention to the changing properties of weapons 
systems and their relevance for prospective nuclear engagements.10 

This required a different sort of theory and analysis. Here the classical 
strategists became customers of the ‘new strategists’,11 who became, to 
varying degrees, nuclear specialists. Although they deployed analytical 
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power rather than fi repower, they had no compunctions about displacing 
military professionals from the policy-making process. The main home 
of the nuclear specialists was the RAND Corporation of Santa Monica, 
California, a number of whose analysts moved into top positions in the 
Pentagon after January 1961 under the patronage of Kennedy’s Secretary of 
Defense, Robert McNamara. In this case, the involvement of these ‘whizz-
kids’ in policy decisions received a less than enthusiastic welcome from 
the US Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). The fi rst wave of these new strategists 
also drew on classical strategy, but over time these links became weaker. 
Their starting point was the properties of nuclear weapons and the need 
to think through future scenarios in which their use became a possibility, 
even a reality. The more specialised they became the more they moved 
beyond technical matters and more into issues of organisation, command 
and control, doctrine, and arms control. Consideration of international 
relations became a different discipline altogether, with some strands 
focused on how nuclear weapons affected the timeless issues of war and 
peace, while others considered the course and impact of decolonisation 
or the impact of the changing nature of the international economy.12

Prior to the cold war, debates about military issues were mainly 
professional. In peacetime civilians largely took interest to bemoan the 
wastefulness of military expenditure and the dangers of arms racing or, 
alternatively, to encourage patriotism and often adventurism. In wartime, 
there was the tendency for ‘armchair generals’ to emerge, but during the 
inter-war period the main participants in strategic debates (for example, 
J.F.C. Fuller and Basil Liddell Hart in Britain, General Heinz Guderian 
in Germany, Giulio Douhet in Italy, Billy Mitchell in the USA) were 
either serving or former soldiers. However, the cold war differed from 
previous great power confl icts because it was a struggle for comparative 
advantage in which the political stakes were as high as any war but battle 
was not joined, except in the Third World. There was no obvious means 
for bringing the underlying confl ict to an end, short of a potentially 
catastrophic war on the one hand or an ideological capitulation on the 
other. It was such a defi ning and enduring feature of the international 
system that it was hard, even fruitless, to think outside this framework. 
Until the very end there was no confi dence that it would be possible to 
move on to a quite different international system that would be shaped 
by something other than this confl ict between two superpower-led, 
ideological blocs. This meant that strategic thinking could be unusually 
long term. The association between military strategy and battle became 
severely attenuated. The traditional focus on battle required mastering the 
military sciences, not only the art of moving large armies to dealing with 
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fortifi cations and directing fi repower, but also the capacity to adjust to 
the inherent uncertainties and consequent surprises of battle. During the 
cold war all this was played out in slow motion. Developments such as the 
introduction of new weapons systems could take more than a decade, by 
which time the adversary had set in motion its own countering move, and 
preparations had begun for the move after that. None of this involved real 
engagement with the enemy, except through proxies (such as the wars 
between Israel and its Arab enemies), and so could not be decisive. The 
anticipation of the enemy’s likely attitudes and behaviour, and changes 
in the broader political context, had to stretch out years ahead.13

In terms of actual operations the starting point was the experience 
of the Second World War, with led to thoughts of large armies fi ghting 
their way across Central Europe and getting reinforcements across the 
sea against packs of hostile submarines, while airmen took forward 
the concept of strategic air bombardment but this time with bombs of 
extraordinary destructive power. As time passed, planning for a major 
war became increasingly formulaic. There were new possibilities for using 
fi repower with great precision but also unfamiliar combat conditions, 
especially as systems became geared to fi ghting without respite, day and 
night, in all climates. The diffi culty with conventional strategic debate, 
however, for much of our period, was it presumed irrelevance for it was 
assumed that any conventional engagements would be a preliminary to 
the main business of nuclear war. 

Yet governments recoiled from the prospect of nuclear war. So the 
purpose of nuclear strategy soon came to be less how to employ nuclear 
weapons, but how to give a suffi cient impression of preparing to employ 
them that the other side dare not assume that this would not happen. 
This developed into the study of ‘deterrence’ and is now considered 
to be the major contribution of the cold war to strategic thought. 
This pushed strategy into the area of perceptions and bluff, and while 
previous generations of strategists had been aware of the importance 
of these factors, they would never have had so little to say about war 
itself. Deterrence itself was also a perfect complement to a situation 
in which political relationships had congealed. It fi tted naturally to a 
grand strategy of containment: holding the line between the communist 
and capitalist worlds that had emerged in the aftermath of the Second 
World War. Containment meant that no further Soviet encroachments 
were to be tolerated; but nor was there to be an effort to liberate those 
already under Soviet rule. Deterrence warned against further aggression 
but did not threaten military initiatives. It conveyed the right balance 
of restraint and resolve. It also, too much for its own good, turned out 
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to be an extremely elastic concept, which got more stretched during the 
course of the cold war as a great variety of policies, often contradicting 
each other, were offered as contributions to deterrence. It became what 
might now be called the ‘master narrative’.14

The basic problem with nuclear deterrence was that it depended on 
threats of dubious credibility. If initiating a nuclear war was far too 
dangerous then why should threats be taken seriously? On the other 
hand, if a way was found to fi ght a nuclear war at tolerable levels of 
danger would there not be some temptation to try it out, especially 
as such ways could well depend on achieving surprise? The enormous 
destructive power of individual weapons meant that a tolerable level 
of danger would require reducing the victim’s capacity for retaliation 
to almost zero. One way forward was to develop a ‘tactical’ category of 
nuclear weapons, with relatively low destructive yields which would 
theoretically limit collateral damage. Unfortunately the number of 
weapons required to destroy important targets could mean that the level 
of destruction was still intolerably high. No conviction was ever developed 
that ‘tactical’ use of nuclear weapons would stop there: over time it came 
to be assumed their use would turn a conventional battle into an all-out 
strategic exchange. It was in this context that the tragic metaphor of 
‘escalation’ was developed to demonstrate how once nuclear use began 
the confl ict would be carried inexorably upward to utter catastrophe. 
Strategists such as Kahn fought against this idea, insisting that there was 
nothing inevitable about escalation and that even nuclear wars could 
be fought in a controlled fashion. Such confi dence might have turned 
out to be warranted in the event of an actual confl ict, but it might not. 
In the mindset of Western policy-makers tactical nuclear use was after 
the critical threshold, beyond which control over events could well be 
lost, and not before it.15 

The alternative approach was to mount a disarming first-strike, 
depriving the enemy of the capacity for retaliation. Considerable 
analysis went into calculating the combination of offensive and defensive 
capabilities necessary to mount such an attack, but after the early 1960s, 
and in particular with the introduction of submarine-launched missiles, 
few really believed this was physically possible. At worst they feared 
that the other side might think it feasible. Indeed from this time on, 
while mainstream strategists generally accepted the reality of a mutual 
capacity to assure the destruction of the other, with varying degrees of 
unease and qualifi cation, attempts to fi nd a way out of the resulting 
conundrum relied on attempts to manipulate the adversary’s perceptions 
and sense of options. Even if they could not physically prevent retaliation 
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perhaps they could paralyse, disrupt or in some way intimidate the enemy 
decision-makers. Again the answer was that perhaps they could, but the 
methods could not be proven – the fi rst time they would be tried would 
be quite an experiment – and so the outcome was hardly guaranteed and 
the risks seemed too high. The response of a scared and appalled political 
leadership to news of the fi rst attack could range from a vengeful impulse 
to hurt the attacker as much as possible, whatever the consequences, to a 
despairing passivity. No means of controlling events to be sure of avoiding 
the worst outcomes resulting from the fi rst use of nuclear weapons were 
developed. The tension between a certain strategic reliance on the threat 
of Armageddon and the desperate reluctance ever to implement such a 
threat was never resolved.16

If nuclear war was to be fought and won then somehow ways had 
to be found of conducting it that allowed for a conclusion far short of 
the ultimate catastrophe. The problem was that any nuclear use, even 
if it did not quite mean the ‘end of civilisation as we know it’, would 
still feel catastrophic. And while it might be the case that this would 
lead to an early readiness to surrender or even a tacit agreement on the 
limits within which such a war might be fought, the prospect was so 
extraordinary, so beyond historical experience, that no type of response 
could be guaranteed. The harsh reality was that by the 1960s both sides 
had a capacity for ‘assured destruction’. As a strategy this seemed to 
be the most terrible of all, as it suggested that both sides would give 
themselves up to utter nihilism, but as a description of a likely, even if 
not the most likely, outcome should any nuclear war begin it seemed 
spot on. By the mid-1960s McNamara was explaining the logic of ‘mutual 
assured destruction’ (MAD). Despite continued efforts to challenge the 
logic of MAD, no American military or civilian strategists could ever 
point to a credible strategy for using nuclear weapons that would spare 
the United States terrible destruction. In the 1970s there was much ado 
about complex scenarios whereby the Soviet Union might gain the upper 
hand in such a war by attacking only America’s land-based missiles. 
The weapons left would allow for a massive response, but only against 
cities, and that, it was suggested, might be an escalation too far for the 
Americans, as this would invite back retaliation in kind.17 However, 
before mounting such an onslaught a Soviet leader would fi nd it hard 
to be confi dent of a passive American response. The core objective of 
military strategy – identifying a route to a decisive victory in war – could 
not be found. 

As a consequence, in the nuclear age strategy (at least on the Western 
side) became not so much a matter of war-fi ghting, but of war prevention. 
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Much of the study of nuclear strategy is therefore the study of the non-
use of nuclear weapons. In a famous observation, after he had retired 
as Kennedy’s and Johnson’s national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy 
noted how:

In the real world of political leaders, a decision that would bring 
even one hydrogen bomb on one city of one’s own country would be 
recognised in advance as a catastrophic blunder ... Political leaders, 
whether here or in Russia, are cut from a very different mould than 
strategic planners. They see cities and people as part of what they are 
trying to help – not as targets.18

Bundy’s point was valid. All presidents soon concluded that all nuclear 
options were terrible. Truman, who was the only president actually to 
authorise the use of nuclear weapons, was appalled by the idea that 
he should do it again in Korea. Eisenhower allowed himself to appear 
unperturbed by the nuclear dilemma. Kennedy went to considerable 
lengths during the great crises of his presidency to avoid resort to nuclear 
weapons.19 Johnson sought to develop further the non-nuclear options 
for major war. Nixon might have felt it helpful if at times his opponents 
thought him crazy enough to employ nuclear weapons, but he was 
uncomfortable with thoughts of mass destruction and could claim the 
promotion of arms control with the Soviet Union his major achievement, 
a path which his successor, Gerald Ford, continued.20 Carter showed 
deep hostility to nuclear weapons, and was reluctant to approve new 
programmes. Reagan, whose administration was initially assumed to be 
quite reckless in its nuclear thinking, was in fact the most anti-nuclear 
of all, an abolitionist who came out of the closet as the cold war was 
drawing to a close.21 

In the USA’s case, the development of strategy was not just determined 
by successive incumbents of the White House, their nominees as 
Secretary of Defense, or by the JCS, but by inputs from Congress, defence 
intellectuals and ‘think-tanks’ such as RAND, and (periodically) by 
press pundits and popular opinion. The situation in the USSR was not 
analogous. While the Soviet General Staff and the military-industrial 
complex had signifi cant roles to play, the parameters of strategic debate 
were set by the Kremlin. Marxism-Leninism shaped defence policy and 
military doctrine, and the supremacy of the party line was demonstrated 
in July 1961 when Sakharov was publicly dressed down by Khrushchev 
for daring to express concerns over the Soviet thermonuclear weapons 
programme.22 There was some scope for debate and dispute regarding 
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national security matters within the policy-making elite, particularly 
during the 1970s and 1980s; but in general CPSU General Secretaries from 
Stalin to Gorbachev moulded Soviet military policy and planning with 
their own ideological beliefs, concepts, whims and prejudices.

The USSR’s relationship with its Warsaw Pact allies was also 
fundamentally different from that the USA had with its NATO partners. 
Even before the Warsaw Treaty was signed in April 1955 the Albanian, 
East German, Polish, Czechoslovak, Hungarian, Romanian and Bulgarian 
armed forces were reconstituted, organised, equipped and trained on 
Soviet lines, and fully integrated into the USSR’s order of battle. The 
Soviets also maintained a military presence in Eastern Europe, including 
the 21 divisions of the Group of Soviet Forces in Germany (GSFG). Soviet 
troops served two roles – to prepare for war against the West, and to 
ensure the continued allegiance of Moscow’s ‘fraternal’ allies. This aim 
was openly expressed in the ‘Brezhnev doctrine’, which originated with 
a speech the Soviet leader made in Warsaw in November 1968, three 
months after the suppression of the ‘Prague Spring’. It was not surprising 
that Soviet forces were stationed in the four countries (East Germany, 
Czechoslovakia (after 1968), Poland and Hungary) where communist 
authority was challenged by internal unrest. Of the Warsaw Pact’s 
founders, only Albania – which was geographically isolated from the 
rest of the Pact and comparatively unimportant to Soviet security – was 
permitted to break ranks with the USSR in the 1960s.23

The East Europeans did occasionally express their own strategic 
preferences. During the mid-1950s the Poles lobbied for reforms which 
would give the East Europeans a voice in Warsaw Pact decision-making, 
and Czechoslovak offi cials made similar complaints during 1968. From 
1965 Ceaußescu sought to assert Romania’s sovereignty against the Warsaw 
Pact. Nonetheless, the USSR determined the political and military strategy 
of the Warsaw Pact in a manner which the Americans could not employ 
with NATO. While the USA established the Nuclear Planning Group 
in 1966 to keep non-nuclear NATO members informed of US strategic 
doctrine, the Soviets did not have an analogous relationship with the 
East Europeans. Although Warsaw Pact forces were armed with nuclear-
capable delivery systems, Moscow did not introduce a ‘dual key’ system of 
warhead access which NATO operated from the mid-1950s. Furthermore, 
Eastern Europe’s leaders (including Ceaußescu) remained ideologically 
wedded to the defence and preservation of the ‘Socialist Commonwealth’, 
and for all their complaints they accepted Soviet suzerainty.24 For their 
part, Warsaw and Prague regarded the Soviets as guarantors against the 
re-emergence of militaristic nationalism in Germany, and during the early 
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1960s the Poles were often more vehement than the USSR in denouncing 
NATO proposals for nuclear sharing involving the Federal Republic of 
Germany (FRG).25

Soviet defence policy took into account Clausewitz’s dictum that 
war served political ends, and translated this into the Marxist-Leninist 
worldview. The USSR’s military doctrine was split into its ‘military-
political’ and ‘military-technical’ components; the former containing the 
ideological assumptions shaping strategy and the latter dealing with the 
organisation and the deployment of Soviet military forces in accordance 
with political goals. Until the late 1980s, the CPSU stipulated that the 
fi nal triumph of communism over capitalism was inevitable, and that 
if a third global confl ict broke out it would be because of the USA and 
other ‘imperialist’ powers waging a war of aggression against the USSR. 
While the ‘military-political’ aspect of Soviet doctrine was defensive, the 
‘military-technical’ part was not. Based on pre-1941 doctrinal debates 
and the experience of the Second World War, Soviet cold war military 
planning stressed the importance of achieving strategic surprise, and 
focused on seizing the initiative in the event of war, launching offensives 
deep into the enemy’s territory. The emphasis placed on nuclear weapons 
varied, but the essentially offensive posture of Soviet military doctrine 
remained constant from the late 1940s to the advent of perestroika. As 
such, Soviet society was heavily militarised, and the USSR maintained 
the world’s second largest armed forces (numbering 3,658,000 in 1979), 
funded by an estimated 15–20 per cent of the USSR’s GNP. On paper, 
this was a formidable military machine, and was a source of concern in 
Western capitals throughout the cold war.26

from the second world war to cuba,  1945–62 

During the late 1940s American and British policy-makers became alarmed 
by the apparent preponderance of Soviet military power in Europe, 
backed by an army of 175 divisions. Both the USA and UK retained 
their occupation forces in Germany, which after 1949 became offi cially 
committed to Western Europe’s defence. For Washington and London, 
the decision to maintain a military presence on the European continent 
represented a substantial shift from pre-war defence policies, and it came 
as an unwelcome surprise to Moscow. Stalin saw Soviet hegemony over 
the East European states as vital to the security of the USSR, and the 
imposition of communist regimes in the region was mainly intended 
to create a cordon sanitaire to prevent another Operation Barbarossa. Yet 
the USSR was not initially prepared for the breakdown of relations with 
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the USA and Britain. Stalin had demobilised the armed forces after the 
end of the Second World War, and by 1948 it appears that the USSR had 
only 800,000 troops in Eastern Europe – facing roughly the same number 
of American, British, French and other West European personnel.27 
Stalin himself adopted a schizophrenic approach to military affairs. On 
the one hand he presided over the creation of the USSR’s nuclear and 
strategic weapons programme, but at the same time he also downplayed 
the impact of atomic weapons on war-fi ghting. Soviet military planners 
presumed that a third world war would be merely fought on a more 
intense and destructive level than that of 1939–45, and Stalin’s simplistic 
concept of the ‘permanently operating factors’ infl uencing victory in 
total war – the strength, equipment and morale of forces, the calibre of 
their command, and domestic preparations for war – infl exibly governed 
Soviet doctrine.28 

During the late 1940s, American plans for war with the USSR were based 
on a scenario similar to that of the Second World War. The assumption 
was that the Soviets would swiftly conquer all of Western Europe (save 
possibly the UK), and that the initial Western response would be a strategic 
air offensive, with nuclear bombers, against the USSR. After a few years the 
Americans would then have mobilised their conventional forces for the 
liberation of Europe. These plans did not see any signifi cant revision until 
after the signing of the North Atlantic Treaty of 1949. The conclusion of 
the Treaty was not initially viewed in Moscow as a serious threat. Stalin 
believed that ‘contradictions’ and rivalries between the capitalist powers 
would eventually undermine the Atlantic alliance, and he underestimated 
the extent to which the North Atlantic Treaty derived from a general West 
European interest in a US security guarantee.29 

The attitudes of both sides changed with the outbreak of the Korean 
war in June 1950. The confl ict provoked a shift in Stalin’s thinking. Not 
only was he informed by Kim Il-Sung in January 1950 of North Korea’s 
preparations to invade the South, but in the winter of 1951 he envisaged 
the possibility that an East–West war would break out on terms he thought 
favourable to the USSR.30 As Lawrence Kaplan notes in his chapter, the 
sudden assault by North Korea against the South raised European fears 
of similar communist aggression against Western Europe. The confl ict 
in the Korean peninsula provoked an extensive rearmament programme 
by the USA and the UK, and efforts to give the North Atlantic Treaty 
military substance. The Lisbon goals of December 1952 committed NATO 
members to a substantial build-up of conventional forces in preparation 
for a war with the Soviet bloc. After months of prolonged debate, NATO 
also agreed to rearm the FRG and admit it to the alliance (1955). This was 
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inevitably a controversial decision, given that the Second World War was 
but a recent memory, but it made military sense not only because of the 
Soviet presence in the German Democratic Repbublic (GDR), but because 
the East Germans already had an army in the guise of a paramilitary 
police force.31 

Moreover, it is worth noting the impact of China’s intervention on 
Washington’s strategic calculations. The commander of US and UN 
forces in Korea, General Douglas MacArthur, wanted to expand the war 
into China, while the USA’s allies feared that nuclear weapons would be 
used against the Chinese, with unpredictable consequences. The British 
privately wondered whether the Americans would escalate their war 
effort and launch a preventive war against the USSR, aimed at destroying 
Soviet military power while its nuclear capability was in its infancy. 
Truman had, in fact, specifi cally ruled out such an approach, and he 
became so exasperated with MacArthur’s insubordination and criticisms 
of Washington’s handling of the war that he dismissed him in April 1951. 
Despite its nuclear supremacy, the USA had become bogged down in a 
seemingly intractable confl ict of attrition in Korea, much to the dismay of 
the American public. Eisenhower criticised the Truman administration’s 
mishandling of the Korean war during the 1952 presidential election, 
and after his victory he implicitly threatened the use of nuclear weapons 
if the communist side did not agree to a peace settlement. Eisenhower 
therefore saw the July 1953 armistice as proof that atomic weapons 
could be employed as both a political tool of coercion and as a means of 
offsetting the supremacy in manpower of the communist states.32

It is now clear that one of the main factors behind the Korean armistice 
was Stalin’s death in March 1953, and the intention of his successors to 
alleviate tensions with the West. Both the Austrian state treaty and the 
Soviet withdrawal from Finland in 1955 were partly intended to promote 
neutralist sentiment within Western Europe. Vojtech Mastny has shown 
that the establishment of the Warsaw Pact in the same year was itself 
a political tool, as it was intended to serve as a model for a European 
security system. This explained why very little thought was given to the 
military aspects of the Pact, which led it to be initially derided in the 
West as a ‘cardboard castle’. It was not until the Berlin crisis of 1958–61 
that the Soviets made serious efforts to upgrade the armed forces of their 
East European clients, to organise joint exercises and manoeuvres, and to 
prepare the Pact for potential military operations against NATO.33

It was under Eisenhower that the United States began to come to terms 
with the military meaning of containment. To the classical strategists 
there was a logic at work that had to be recognised. The assumption 
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of previous wars, that they would be fought with all available means 
to unconditional surrender, was now challenged by the existence of 
nuclear weapons. Korea prompted the classical strategists to stress the 
importance of limitations in war. The basic idea was that so long as 
objectives were kept limited it should be possible to keep the means 
employed correspondingly restricted. Following the fi rst Soviet test of 
August 1949 there was already recognition that the American nuclear 
advantage was transitory. This assessment helps explain the strong 
reaction to the speech by Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, John Foster 
Dulles, delivered in New York in January 1954. Dulles never actually 
used the phrase ‘massive retaliation’, but his comments concerning the 
Eisenhower administration’s strategy of ‘[depending] primarily upon a 
great capacity to retaliate instantly by means and at places of our own 
choosing’ seemed to fl y in the face of logic, linking nuclear deterrence to 
minor challenges to American interests. From this point on the strategists 
argued that the US should develop military capabilities appropriate to the 
various categories of threat. Critically this meant having conventional 
forces capable of responding to any challenge around the globe at an 
appropriate level.34 

The logic to this position was unassailable, and it was picked up by 
Kennedy as he campaigned for the presidency in 1960. Part of the context 
was the assumption that the Soviet Union was steaming ahead in the 
missile race, which rendered dependence on nuclear threats even less 
wise. To Kennedy this dependence on a massive but essentially unusable 
capability meant that he risked being deprived of real options in the face 
of the slightest challenge. The talk of Soviet ‘salami tactics’ supposed that 
the natural strategy for Moscow was to pose a series of relatively modest 
challenges, for which the United States lacked a proportionate response 
but for which nuclear weapons would be wholly disproportionate. The 
need, therefore, was for the United States and its allies to follow a ‘fl exible 
response’, which required a build-up of conventional forces. ‘Flexible 
response’ did have a nuclear aspect, manifested by the expansion of the 
US intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) force and the introduction of 
the submarine-launched Polaris system. Initially McNamara also hoped to 
devise a war-fi ghting strategy based on destroying counter-force (Soviet 
missile and bomber bases) rather than counter-value (urban) targets. 
However, he and his advisers soon abandoned these efforts, concluding 
that the USSR would view them as evidence that the Americans were 
planning for a fi rst strike.35

McNamara also had trouble persuading his European counterparts 
to build up their conventional force levels. The 1952 Lisbon goals had 
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been abandoned because alliance members were not prepared to pay 
the economic price for long-term rearmament. Having initially boosted 
defence expenditure after Korea, the British settled for a long-term policy 
of retrenchment, based on a reliance on the UK’s nuclear arsenal – this 
approach being enshrined in the 1957 defence review. In November 1954 
NATO members adopted a strategy of ‘massive retaliation’, as outlined in 
MC48. Alliance war planning was now based on an asymmetric response 
to the Soviet bloc threat, and involved the almost instantaneous use of 
nuclear weapons to resist any communist aggression.36

In the same way that the Eisenhower era experienced extensive debates 
over ‘massive retaliation’, Stalin’s demise prompted increased discussion 
within the military on the role of nuclear weapons in the event of war. After 
assuming sole authority in the Kremlin in 1957, Khrushchev imposed his 
own ideas on Soviet strategy. He saw nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles 
as a means of deterring attack by the USA and its allies, and enabling him 
to reduce the burden of military expenditure on the Soviet economy by 
cutting ground and naval forces. Not only were tactical nuclear weapons 
integrated into the Soviet order of battle, but Khrushchev planned to 
make the newly established Strategic Rocket Forces the mainstay of the 
USSR’s defence. In 1962, Marshal V.D. Sokolovsky published his treatise 
on Military Strategy, which declared that war-fi ghting now had a more 
instantaneous and devastating character, in which ‘a strategy of deep 
nuclear-missile strikes’ combined with conventional operations would 
be employed to ‘infl ict a simultaneous defeat and destruction of the 
enemy’s economic potential and armed forces throughout the whole 
depth of his territory, for the accomplishment of war aims within a short 
time span’.37 These concepts can be seen in planning documents from 
the Czechoslovak Defence Ministry, dating from 1964, which portray the 
USSR and its allies achieving a decisive victory in the event of war, using 
nuclear weapons to destroy NATO’s armed forces, its urban-industrial 
centres and its communications. The planners do not seem to have asked 
themselves whether NATO’s own use of nuclear weapons would have 
as devastating an effect on the Soviet bloc as the Warsaw Pact’s plans 
had for the West. Although Khrushchev himself publicly asserted that 
East and West faced a choice between ‘either peaceful co-existence or 
the most destructive war in human history’, Soviet bloc preparations 
for war refl ected the Marxist-Leninist premise that the fi nal triumph of 
communism was historically predetermined, and that therefore the USSR 
and its allies would ‘win’ a nuclear war.38

Khrushchev’s emphasis on nuclear strategy had other fl aws. The USSR 
was strategically inferior to the USA, both in the production of strategic 
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bombers and of ICBMs, and this gap in capabilities widened during 
Kennedy’s presidency. As a result, Khrushchev ordered the deployment of 
a force of 40 medium-range nuclear missiles – protected and maintained 
by 44,000 troops – to Cuba. As a secondary factor the Soviet leader also 
wanted to defend Castro’s regime from American pressure.39 However, 
after the crisis of October 1962 not only was Khrushchev forced to order 
the withdrawal of the missiles (in return for an explicit American promise 
not to invade Cuba, and an informal promise to withdraw Jupiter missiles 
stationed in Turkey), but the US naval quarantine on Cuba demonstrated 
the limits of the USSR’s ability to project power beyond its immediate 
frontiers. Both the Cuban missile crisis and Khrushchev’s defence 
reductions alienated the Soviet party and military elite, contributing to 
his eventual overthrow in October 1964.40

the r ise and fa l l  of  détente ,  1963–79

By the 1970s, when the framework for superpower arms control 
negotiations was fully established the ‘golden age’ of nuclear strategy 
had passed.41 The ‘golden age’ had begun both because the new world 
of cold war and nuclear danger demanded new thought, but also 
because of the widespread fear that the Eisenhower administration’s 
massive retaliation policy was dangerously outmoded. This seemed to 
suggest that any attempt, however small, by the Soviet Union (or China) 
to encroach further into the ‘free world’ would be met by a massive 
nuclear response. 

This golden age had concluded for a number of reasons. One was 
exhaustion: the key issues had been explored so fully that there was 
little left to dispute. Meanwhile the cold war antagonism that had made 
nuclear strategy a matter of such pressing concern appeared to have 
settled down following the crises over Berlin and Cuba in the early 
1960s. Neither side now entertained thoughts of winning a nuclear war: 
deterrence was becoming institutionalised. Soon, along with the rest of 
the foreign policy establishment, the strategists were fl oundering. When 
it came to the fi rst major confl ict since Korea they had little to offer. 
Vietnam tainted anyone connected with cold war strategy. Meanwhile 
the nuclear specialists who had taken over from the fi rst generation were 
more technical and more focused on the minutiae of nuclear arsenals 
(which had admittedly become much more complex by this time). This 
narrow focus continued until the abrupt end of the cold war at the end 
of the 1980s. 
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Strategy should respond to political conditions for it must refl ect the 
objectives set by foreign policy. The USA’s objectives were to contain 
what was presumed to be, with some evidence, a communist urge to 
expansion. The most dangerous moments of the cold war came as the 
points of containment were set. First in 1948–49 came Berlin, where the 
Soviets imposed a siege on the western outpost of West Berlin. In some 
ways this set the terms for the future, for the instinctive response was to 
hold to the status quo by keeping open the outpost, but not to go on the 
offensive by, for example, infringing Soviet rights in East Berlin and to 
put the onus on Moscow for further escalation. The ingenious strategy 
of an airlift met this requirement exactly and eventually it worked and 
the siege was lifted.42

By the time of Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963 this 
straightforward, somewhat formulaic, analysis had come up against 
unanticipated geopolitical factors. The fi rst was that the European allies 
interpreted the concept of fl exible response quite differently to the United 
States. If Western Europe really was a vital interest of the USA then it 
should be defended as if it was part of the continental United States, 
that is through nuclear threats. This incidentally had the advantage of 
not requiring expensive investment in new conventional capabilities. 
Furthermore, as noted above, by the early 1960s it was clear that 
Khrushchev was exaggerating the scope of Soviet military power. Air 
reconnaissance and satellite imagery showed that there was a ‘missile 
gap’, but that it favoured the Americans. Before Kennedy realised this he 
had been forced to confront the obvious problem with fl exible response, 
which was the anomalous position of West Berlin. Stuck in the middle of 
the GDR was a Western enclave which could not obviously be defended 
by conventional means. Kennedy’s approach to Berlin concentrated 
again on the status quo. He stressed the position of West Berlin rather 
than allied rights in East Berlin and, with great misgivings, linked this 
to the nuclear weapons. As the Europeans suspected, Khrushchev was 
(in spite of his bluster) anxious to avoid war, and for both sides the 
construction of the Berlin wall in August 1961 represented an acceptable 
compromise.43 

With the status of Cuba and Berlin confi rmed there was no particular 
reason why the cold war need develop into a hot war. The effort over 
the coming decades was to reaffi rm and consolidate this status quo, 
particularly in Europe. The strategic debate was concentrated during this 
period on whether or not there were ways to break the nuclear deadlock, 
as discussed above, but also on the possibility of developing a credible 
conventional defence of Europe. McNamara and his ‘think-tank’ protégés 



 strategy 147

in the Pentagon had re-examined the Soviet order of battle, and concluded 
that the USSR’s conventional supremacy was not as overwhelming as it 
appeared. NATO could therefore afford to bolster its ground and tactical 
air forces, enhancing its ability to defend itself without using nuclear 
weapons. However, once the intensity had been taken out of the Berlin 
issue, the Europeans had become even less interested in building up 
their conventional forces, and the experience of two world wars had left 
European powers less ready to contemplate another major land battle 
on their continent. The USA’s allies were also sensitive about any action 
which might indicate the ‘decoupling’ of the American deterrent from 
Europe’s defence. The French, for their part, were particularly determined 
to maintain a nuclear ‘tripwire’ in the event of a Warsaw Pact attack, and 
their opposition to ‘fl exible response’ paralysed NATO’s strategic review. 
After France’s withdrawal from NATO’s integrated military command 
in 1966, the alliance formally adopted ‘fl exible response’ as part of 
MC14/3 (December 1967). NATO’s plans for war were to resist a Warsaw 
Pact onslaught by conventional means and to delay the use of nuclear 
weapons – the controversial issue of how long a nuclear ‘pause’ would last 
was deliberately left unresolved. The alliance also prepared contingency 
plans for any Soviet bloc assault on its northern and southern fl anks 
(respectively, Norway and the Eastern Mediterranean members, Greece 
and Turkey). What it did not do was actually back up ‘fl exible response’ 
by increasing its conventional capabilities.44

During the course of the ‘fl exible response’ debate the Kennedy and 
Johnson administrations expressed frustration at both the reluctance of 
allied governments to raise their defence spending, and the particular 
political inhibitions that rendered them wary of new conventional 
strategies. Much of this resulted from the special position of Germany, 
as the FRG’s attitudes found echoes amongst their allies. Its topography 
ruled out defence in depth; its history ruled out preparing to mount 
conventional offensives; its division, and the example of Berlin, ruled 
out simply fortifying the inner-German border. Attempts to back up 
conventional fi repower with even smaller and more tailored nuclear 
weapons met with distaste in many Western European countries. As 
Beatrice Heuser notes, NATO’s European members tended to either fear 
that the Americans would provoke war by their reckless belligerence, 
or that they would abandon their allies rather than risk nuclear attack 
on their own homeland. Both these sentiments often arouse whenever 
disputes over the alliance’s strategic planning arouse.45

It is worth noting here that as nuclear powers, both Britain and France 
developed their own approaches to deterrence. De Gaulle repeatedly 
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declared that the USA could not be trusted to resort to the use of nuclear 
weapons to defend Western Europe. While the British were publicly as 
adamant that their US allies could be counted upon in the event of war, 
they privately considered British nuclear weapons to be an insurance 
against any decoupling of the US deterrent from NATO defence (the irony 
here being that from the late 1950s onwards the UK became increasingly 
reliant upon the transfer of nuclear technology, notably Polaris, from the 
USA). For both powers, their deterrent forces – though dwarfed by the 
superpower arsenals – were still signifi cant as they nonetheless had the 
potential to infl ict unacceptable damage to the USSR. British defence 
planners decided that the UK’s nuclear force had to fulfi l the ‘Moscow 
criterion’, and had to be suffi cient at least to destroy the centre of the 
Soviet government. It was signifi cant that while both Britain and France 
initially both built up strategic bomber forces, by the early 1970s both 
London and Paris had decided to replace these with a submarine-based 
deterrent, which was far less vulnerable to a Soviet fi rst-strike.46

The fact was that NATO and the Warsaw Pact were becoming less 
vulnerable to a direct strike from the other and more vulnerable to 
internal dissension. During the 1960s France had challenged American 
hegemony in NATO but had failed to persuade any other members of the 
alliance to leave the integrated military command. Meanwhile the USSR 
could not take for granted the loyalty of its ‘fraternal’ European allies. 
Military power had been used to suppress the Hungarian revolution in 
October–November 1956 and Czechoslovakia’s internal liberalisation in 
August 1968. With the nuclear balance dampening down any incentives 
to try to resolve the ideological division of Europe through military 
means, the question was always going to be one of which alliance would 
crack internally fi rst, and what consequences this disintegrative process 
would have for Europe as a whole. Six months after the Warsaw Pact 
invasion of Czechoslovakia the then British Defence Secretary, Denis 
Healey, sombrely commented that future anti-communist uprisings in 
Eastern Europe could provoke a major Soviet military intervention which 
would destabilise continental security. This scenario became commonly 
regarded as the most likely cause of a third world war.47

Khrushchev’s successor as General Secretary, Brezhnev, oversaw the 
rapid expansion of both the USSR’s nuclear forces (including a submarine-
based deterrent to match Polaris) and its conventional power. The fi rst 
years of Brezhnev’s tenure of power saw the modernisation of Soviet 
ground forces, bolstered by more sophisticated tanks and armoured 
personnel carriers for the motor-rifl e divisions, and newer aircraft and 
helicopters for the tactical air force. The non-Soviet Warsaw Pact forces 
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were also qualitatively upgraded. In a development which mirrored NATO 
debates on ‘fl exible response’, Soviet military literature also began to 
envisage the prospects for ‘limited war’ – as opposed to all-out struggle 
between East and West – and the possibility of non-nuclear operations 
against the Western powers.48 Developments in Soviet military power 
from 1965 to 1975 aroused NATO concerns that the USSR and its allies 
could launch a surprise attack (a ‘standing start’) on the alliance’s central 
front. The nightmare for NATO commanders was that the Western powers 
would miss indicators of Warsaw Pact preparations for war until the day 
that Soviet tank columns poured across the inner German border. By 
1970, it was clear that the Warsaw Pact was no longer a ‘cardboard castle’, 
but a fully-fl edged, functioning military alliance.49 The Brezhnev era 
also experienced a sudden increase in the USSR’s surface and submarine 
fl eets, which not only challenged the USA’s global naval supremacy, but 
also posed a potential threat to the alliance’s sea lines of communication 
between the USA and Europe.50

On the debit side, by the late 1960s the USSR also had to face the 
threat posed by an overtly hostile China. The schism between Moscow 
and Beijing derived from ideological differences, but military factors did 
also play a role, and the Soviets came to regret the ample assistance given 
to ‘the new Mongol warriors with bombs in their quivers’ (as the poet 
Yevgenii Yevtushenko depicted the Chinese). In March 1969 a border 
clash along the Ussuri river led to a series of battles along the Sino-Soviet 
frontier, raising the prospects of war between both communist powers. 
The USSR was obliged to bolster its forces in Central Asia and Siberia, 
raising them from 18 divisions in 1965 to 47 in 1982. The Soviets had 
to contend not only with the 4 million-strong People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA), but also with a new nuclear threat. China tested its fi rst atomic 
bomb in October 1964, and conducted a thermonuclear test three years 
later. During the course of the 1969 border clashes the Soviets apparently 
considered, but ruled out, a pre-emptive attack on the PRC’s nuclear 
arsenal. When Chinese ICBMs entered service in 1980, their designated 
targets were in the USSR.51 

Following the 1969 border clashes the Chinese perceived that the 
USSR was now their principal foe, and it was this calculation which 
contributed to the Sino-American rapprochement of the 1970s. The 
policy of détente which Brezhnev followed was therefore partly motivated 
by fears that the USSR would be isolated, and left to face both NATO and 
the PRC. However, the Kremlin also sought to stabilise the superpower 
arms race, as the USSR had by now achieved strategic parity with the 
USA.52 Disarmament measures had been tried without success prior to the 
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Second World War, and attempts at the elimination of nuclear weapons 
during the late 1940s to early 1950s also proved impossible to achieve. 
As a consequence, the idea of arms control emerged. This depended on 
using the insights generated by deterrence theory to identify moves that 
if agreed between the two superpowers might stabilise their relationship 
and prevent an inadvertent slide into war. Of particular concern was a 
possible situation in which one side might fear that the other was about to 
launch a pre-emptive fi rst-strike. The negotiations themselves, however, 
became the major forum for strategic discussion between the superpowers 
during the cold war, and became valued for that reason. Their tempo and 
mood was seen as a barometer for the wider political relationship.

US–Soviet strategic arms negotiations did bear fruit in 1972, with the 
Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT I) imposing restrictions on ICBM 
construction, and the ABM treaty prohibiting the further expansion of 
missile defence systems. The Soviets had deployed ABMs around Moscow 
in 1964, and during the late 1960s there was a bitter debate pitting the 
General Staff, which favoured nationwide missile defence, against party 
offi cials who balked at the cost and the potentially destabilising effects 
on the superpower military balance. Brezhnev’s signature on the ABM 
treaty in 1972 represented a victory for the latter faction. Subsequent 
attempts to negotiate a second arms treaty, SALT II, foundered because 
of arcane disputes over the capabilities and characteristics of weapons 
systems, intense mutual mistrust between the superpowers, and the 
phenomenon which political scientists have dubbed ‘the security 
dilemma’. The Soviets were aware that the SALT negotiations did not 
cover the USA’s Forward Based Systems (such as nuclear-capable fi ghter-
bombers within the NATO area) or the British and French nuclear forces, 
and so in 1977 the USSR deployed SS-20 missiles in Eastern Europe. 
This led the European NATO powers – notably the FRG and the UK – to 
request the stationing of US Cruise and Pershing missiles to counter the 
SS-20s. The consequence was a build-up of Intermediate-range Nuclear 
Forces (INF) which exacerbated East–West tensions and contributed to 
the ‘second cold war’ of the early 1980s.53

co ld war strategies and the th ird world 

As noted previously, the cold war coincided with the decolonisation 
of the European empires in Africa and Asia, a process which opened 
up the Third World to East–West competition, and which led to 
superpower intervention in ‘proxy wars’. Successive US administrations 
were concerned by the instability of post-colonial governments. Their 
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countries were at an early, pre-industrial stage of development and they 
faced many internal challenges, including from leftist groups, some 
of which were backed by Moscow (or Havana or Beijing). Khrushchev 
had proclaimed the USSR’s support for ‘wars of national liberation’ in 
January 1961, while Mao had used the experience of the Chinese civil 
war to develop his own doctrine of guerrilla warfare. For Kennedy and 
his advisers, helping friendly governments meet the challenge posed by 
left-wing insurgents was the defi ning task of the next stage of the cold 
war. Here there was no body of innovative strategic literature to help. 
Kennedy found himself taking advice from colourful characters such 
as Edward Lansdale, who had assisted the Filipino government against 
the left-wing Huk rebels, or experienced British offi cers such as Robert 
Thompson, with his knowledge gained fi ghting communist guerrillas in 
Malaya. A body of counter-insurgency doctrine began to be developed but 
it lacked subtlety and overlooked the specifi c characteristics of individual 
insurgencies, shaped by local geography, history and social conditions. 
Unlike nuclear strategy which was conducted at a macro-level counter-
insurgency strategy required attention to the micro-level.54 

It had been assumed that counter-insurgency strategy would be tested 
in Latin America, but Cuban attempts to provoke revolution in South 
America came to naught – as was demonstrated by the heroic, but futile, 
death of Che Guevara in Bolivia in 1967. South-East Asia was quite a 
different matter. In Laos from 1959 to 1961 the Pathet Lao insurgency 
threatened to overturn the pro-American government in Vientiane, and 
Kennedy’s advisers proposed a military intervention. Fortunately in this 
case there was a political solution based on a neutralist leader which 
Kennedy endorsed. In Vietnam there was no such option. The Americans 
were tied to Ngo Dinh Diem, a divisive fi gure whose corrupt and oppressive 
rule undermined the fi ght against the communists. Diem was assassinated 
at the start of November 1963, just before Kennedy, and at this point the 
Americans realised that they had to take main responsibility for a fi ght 
that was not going as well as they originally thought.55

In guerrilla warfare the objective of the insurgents is to play for time, 
while they build up their strength and sap that of the enemy. One 
approach, tried by American advisers to Diem’s regime, was to win over 
Vietnamese ‘hearts and minds’, gaining the trust of the local people by 
promoting good works in order to leave the militants isolated, bereft of 
recruits and practical support. As that failed it was replaced by a tougher 
doctrine, which fi tted more naturally with US military thinking, known 
as ‘search and destroy’. This transition took place roughly about the 
same time that US troops became involved in combat operations in 
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South Vietnam (around the spring of 1965). The American war effort 
from 1965 to 1971 focused on eliminating the Viet Cong and deterring 
civilians from joining them. With militants who are able to work through 
civil society, however, the risk of this approach was that it caught many 
innocents at the same time, feeding local anger and thereby aiding the 
insurgency. It may be the case that poor tactics and doctrine can fuel 
a guerrilla campaign, but the corollary is not necessarily true. Good 
doctrine and tactics are not suffi cient to make a hearts and mind strategy 
work, when used in support of an unpopular government. Harsher 
measures can work in certain circumstances – but again only in the 
context of a wider political process that meets the essential objective 
of any counter-insurgency strategy, which is to separate the militants 
from their potential constituency and sources of support. In the end, 
the Americans failed because they were never able to establish a regime 
in Saigon strong enough to beat the communists, and to be recognised 
by the South Vietnamese people as legitimate.56 

After the defeat in Vietnam (which cost the USA 56,000 dead, with 
some 2 million Vietnamese killed) senior US commanders did not fi nd 
it particularly fruitful to consider whether or not there were better ways 
to fi ght insurgencies. They concluded that it was best not to fi ght such 
confl icts at all. Accordingly they concentrated on preparing for major 
inter-state wars. In this context the most important aspect of Vietnam 
was the potential exhibited by new ‘smart’ bombs during the Linebacker 
air campaigns of 1972, when the US Air Force discovered that they could 
hit North Vietnamese targets with only a fraction of the effort required in 
the Rolling Thunder air campaign (1965–68). It was through exploring the 
potential of ‘smart’ weapons in the context of a land war with the Warsaw 
Pact during the late 1970s and early 1980s that US forces, particularly 
the army, revived their capabilities and morale.57 

Soviet policy pronouncements on ‘peaceful co-existence’ did not 
preclude efforts by Moscow to undermine Western infl uence in the Third 
World by supporting ‘progressive’ regimes and ‘wars of national liberation’. 
However, this policy had mixed results. Extensive Soviet arms supplies 
did not prevent Nasser’s successor, Anwar Sadat, from aligning Egypt with 
the West during the late 1970s.58 The USSR’s military assistance to the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV) and Cuba involved the obligation 
to support independent-minded allies whose own clashes with the USA 
had the potential to provoke a major East–West crisis. In their relations 
with the DRV from 1965 to 1975, the Soviets hoped to supplant Chinese 
infl uence in Hanoi and to advance the communist cause in South-East 
Asia, but they were also wary of risking a confrontation with the USA. 
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Throughout the Vietnam war Moscow consistently encouraged the DRV 
to negotiate with the USA, but the Soviets found that the volume of their 
arms supplies did not translate into political infl uence. In Cuba’s case, 
Castro was more enthusiastic about supporting revolutions in Africa than 
Moscow was. During the Angolan civil war (1975–89), Cuban military aid 
to the MPLA regime preceded that of the Soviets, and Havana provided 
the bulk of the troops which saved the MPLA from being overthrown by 
their FNLA and UNITA rivals in the autumn of 1975.59

The USSR’s military intervention in Afghanistan was viewed by 
American ‘hawks’ as part of a grand design to establish Soviet domination 
over South Asia and the Middle East. In fact, the Soviets sent troops to 
Afghanistan in December 1979 in order to overthrow a recalcitrant fellow 
communist leader (Hafi zollah Amin) and to replace him with a more 
pliable fi gure (Babrak Karmal). Acting on the principle of the ‘Brezhnev 
doctrine’, the USSR intended to preserve the Afghan communist regime, 
which was beset by widespread popular revolt. However, the Soviet force 
sent to Afghanistan (known as the 40th Army, or the ‘Limited Contingent’) 
ended up being drawn into an inconclusive and costly guerrilla war against 
the Mujahadin guerrilla groups. Soviet ‘scorched earth’ tactics – which 
devastated the Afghan countryside, accounting for many of the 1 million 
Afghans killed during the war – served only to fuel popular hatred of the 
invaders and their client regime in Kabul. The 40th Army was unable to 
contain the Mujahadin – even at the height of the war the Soviet presence 
in Afghanistan never exceeded more than 120,000 troops (compared 
to over 500,000 US troops in Vietnam in 1968).60 Not only were the 
Soviets overstretched by their need to maintain existing force levels facing 
NATO and China, but they were also ill-prepared for the challenges of 
an insurgency. An army confi gured for high-intensity combat operations 
in North-Western Europe or Manchuria was hardly suited to pursuing 
guerrillas across Afghanistan’s predominantly mountainous terrain. The 
Soviets also failed because they were ideologically unable to accept that 
a ‘progressive’ regime could face a popular revolt, and were therefore 
unable to devise an effective counter-insurgency strategy which would 
gain popular acceptance of the Kabul regime’s legitimacy.61

strategy and the end of  the co ld war,  1979–91

The ‘second cold war’ of the early 1980s enhanced NATO’s fears of possible 
Warsaw Pact aggression in Europe, although on the other side the Soviets 
became increasingly concerned about qualitative improvements in the 
alliance’s conventional forces. As far back as March 1968 General Otakar 
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Rytir, the Chief of the Czechoslovak General Staff, had informed his 
colleagues that the West’s economic and technological supremacy would 
eventually translate into a military advantage. Rytir’s comments proved 
to be prescient. From the late 1970s NATO commanders encouraged 
innovative thinking of their own on the conduct of large-scale operations, 
in conjunction with air power, encouraged by the possibilities opening 
up with the introduction of new sensors, communications and precision 
guided munitions (PGMs). The Arab–Israeli war of October 1973 
demonstrated how anti-tank and anti-aircraft defences could impose 
crippling losses on an attacking force, a clear lesson for NATO armies 
worried about the Warsaw Pact’s quantitative superiority in men and 
materiel. The development of PGMs, including Cruise missiles and laser-
guided bombs, also enhanced NATO’s capability to launch accurate air 
and missile strikes deep into the Warsaw Pact’s rear. In 1987 Marshal 
Nikolai Ogarkov, the Chief of the Soviet General Staff, commented 
on the ‘Revolution in Military Affairs’ which had given the USA and 
its allies technological supremacy over the Warsaw Pact. Ogarkov’s 
concerns showed that Soviet confi dence in a victory against NATO was 
less assured.62 

Given Eastern Europe’s internal crises in 1956, 1968 and 1980–81, 
the reliability of the non-Soviet Warsaw Pact countries and their forces 
was also questionable. In Poland’s case, the rise of ‘Solidarity’ from the 
summer of 1980 onwards was viewed in Moscow in much the same 
way as the Czechoslovak ‘Prague Spring’ had been interpreted – as an 
existential threat to Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe as a whole. 
However, compared with 1968 the Kremlin was far less willing to use 
military force to crush ‘counter-revolution’ in Poland, knowing full well 
that the introduction of Soviet forces would lead to a national uprising. 
Although General Jaruzelski later defended the imposition of martial 
law in December 1981 on the grounds that it forestalled a far bloodier 
intervention by the USSR, Moscow had actually ruled out an invasion of 
Poland and was content to let the Polish army and security forces play 
the lead role in restoring internal order. However the ‘Solidarity’ crisis, 
and the ongoing political stalemate after December 1981, demonstrated 
that the status quo throughout Eastern Europe was a source of insecurity, 
rather than the opposite, for the USSR.63 

Conservative American scholars have argued that the expansion of 
US defence expenditure during the 1980s was part of a conscious effort 
to force the Soviet economy to the brink of collapse, and to compel the 
USSR to reassess its policy of competition with the USA. This argument 
is heavily tainted by hindsight. Reagan’s defence policy was based on the 
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perception that previous administrations had underestimated the Soviet 
threat and that US military capabilities had deteriorated during the 1970s. 
His most ambitious idea, that of a space-based missile defence system (the 
Strategic Defense Initiative – SDI), was intended to render nuclear weapons 
obsolete. Furthermore, had the Reagan administration’s intentions been 
to bankrupt the USSR then it was by no means guaranteed that the Soviets 
would peacefully concede that they had lost the arms race. Indeed, during 
the spring of 1983 Brezhnev’s successor, Andropov, became convinced 
that the USA and his NATO allies were preparing for a nuclear war against 
the USSR, and he became convinced that NATO’s Able Archer exercise, 
scheduled to take place later that year, was the precursor to a surprise 
attack on the Soviet bloc. Andropov’s paranoia shows that it would not 
have required much for a hard-line Marxist-Leninist to misinterpret the 
motives behind the USA’s military expansion, which could in turn have 
prompted a catastrophic decision by Moscow to destroy the threat of 
NATO ‘aggression’ with a prophylactic attack.64

However, after Gorbachev’s accession in March 1985 the opposite 
happened. Soviet defence policy and military strategy underwent a 
profound and unprecedented revision which had consequences which the 
proponent of glasnost – let alone the CPSU’s elite or Western governments 
– had not anticipated. To achieve the reconstruction (perestroika) of 
the Soviet economy, Gorbachev intended to reduce the burden of 
defence expenditure and convert a substantial portion of the military-
industrial complex to civilian production. These objectives required 
improved relations with the USA and the NATO powers, and therefore 
infl uenced the withdrawal of the 40th Army from Afghanistan (February 
1989) and signifi cant concessions on arms control. In December 1987 
Gorbachev and Reagan concluded the INF Treaty, which involved the 
removal and destruction of intermediate-range nuclear weapons from 
Western and Eastern Europe. The NATO–Warsaw Pact Mutual Balanced 
Force Reductions talks, deadlocked since their inception in 1973, were 
revived. These were concluded with the Conventional Forces in Europe 
(CFE) Treaty in November 1990, which led to the withdrawal of Soviet 
forces from Eastern Europe and force reductions for both NATO and the 
Warsaw Pact.65 

Gorbachev’s ideas on defence and security policy derived from advisers 
– notably Georgi Arbatov and Alexander Yakovlev – from the foreign 
policy institutes of the USSR’s Academy of Sciences. The instituchki set 
about bridging the conceptual gap between ‘military-political’ and 
‘military-technical’ doctrine, and much to the fury of senior offi cers 
they imposed in 1990 a military doctrine which abandoned any concept 
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of an offensive against NATO, focusing the USSR’s peacetime strategy 
on deterrence and its wartime aims as being territorial defence and war 
termination, rather than outright victory against any enemy. Gorbachev 
and his advisers also abandoned one of the main principles of Soviet 
foreign policy since 1945, namely the maintenance of the ‘Socialist 
Commonwealth’ in Eastern Europe. The Soviet leader concluded that 
in the nuclear age the cordon sanitaire along the USSR’s western border 
was no longer vital to Soviet security. Gorbachev did not expect that the 
loosening of Soviet hegemony over Eastern Europe would lead to the 
revolutions of 1989 – he presumed that the region’s communist regimes 
would survive by pursuing their own variants of perestroika. Nonetheless, 
the adoption of the ‘Sinatra doctrine’ (which enabled the USSR’s clients to 
‘do things their way’) not only condemned East European communism to 
oblivion, but it also led to the demise of the Warsaw Treaty Organisation, 
the unifi cation of Germany within NATO, and the end of Soviet authority 
over the Eastern bloc.66

The consequences of Gorbachev’s ‘new thinking’ for Soviet security 
policy were bitterly resented by the more hard-line party elite, as well as 
senior military and KGB offi cers, who interpreted the events of 1989–
90 as a gain for the USSR’s NATO adversaries. Believing that the fate 
of the USSR was at stake, the Defence Minister, Marshal Dmitri Yazov, 
and Sergei Akhromeyev (Ogarkov’s successor as Chief of the General 
Staff) participated in the August 1991 coup. However, the Soviet armed 
forces were not an effective tool for the coup plotters. The military 
machine which had once inspired alarm in the West was crippled by 
draft-dodging, corruption, drug and alcohol abuse, ethnic strife and 
institutionalised bullying (known as dyedovshchina). The army was also 
drawn into suppressing nationalist dissent in both the Baltic states and 
the Caucasus. The offi cer corps was split – while Yazov and Akhromeyev 
participated in the 1991 coup, other senior offi cers (notably General 
Yevgenii Shaposnikov, the chief of the air force) aligned with Gorbachev 
and the Russian President, Boris Yeltsin. Soviet leaders from Lenin onwards 
recognised that the survival of the Soviet system depended on the party’s 
control over the armed forces. The weakening of both party authority 
– and the cohesion of the armed forces themselves – contributed to the 
USSR’s eventual disintegration.67 In this respect, it is ironic that while 
for just over 40 years the Americans and their allies felt threatened by 
the USSR’s military strength, it was Russia’s weaknesses after 1991 that 
posed potential problems for Western security – whether this meant 
the possible transfer of nuclear weapons and fi ssile material to terrorist 
groups or ‘rogue states’, or the nightmare scenario of a violent collapse 
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(made more credible after 1994 by the Chechen war) which could turn 
the Russian Federation into a ‘Yugoslavia with nukes’.68

conc lus ions

During the 1980s the US military devised its ‘air–land’ doctrine in order 
to prepare itself for a war against the Warsaw Pact. In fact, this doctrine 
was tested not in Central Europe, but during the Gulf war of 1991 when, 
not long after the formal conclusion of the cold war, the United States 
found itself leading a multinational coalition to liberate Kuwait from 
Iraqi occupation. The 1991 Persian Gulf war was fought as a traditional 
conventional campaign, with air and land activity integrated and full 
use made of advanced weaponry to cripple Iraq’s command, control and 
communications.69 In later conventional campaigns there was equivalent 
success. Yet counter-insurgency techniques, along with peace support 
operations aimed at pacifying ‘failed states’ devastated by civil confl ict, 
remained as problematic as they had been in Vietnam. During the 1990s 
nuclear strategy gained barely a mention as a matter of pressing concern: 
the issue was more about how to care for the arsenals while they were 
slowly dismantled and preventing their further proliferation to anti-
Western states or terrorists.70 

The legacy of the strategic thinking which took place in the universities 
and think-tanks was therefore limited. Because of the arcane and rarefi ed 
nature of so much discussion of nuclear strategy there was, apart from the 
odd occasion, very little discussion of the interaction between political 
confl icts and possible military operations using nuclear weapons. After 
the early 1960s all scenarios appeared far-fetched. Even during the crises 
of the early 1960s, over Berlin and Cuba, the political leadership took a 
very straightforward view of the meaning of any nuclear exchanges and 
paid little regard to the more nuanced concepts of how these might be 
conducted. During Berlin, for example, American policy-makers recoiled 
at the idea of launching a fi rst strike against Soviet forces, even after a 
plausible demonstration of how it just might work, and in crisis games 
organised by one of the leading strategists, Tom Schelling, it became 
clear just how hard it was going to be actually to start a nuclear war. 
Faced with such a prospect the urge to fi nd a political way out would 
be very strong.71

In fact by this time the strategists possibly had already performed their 
most useful function. Their success during the 1950s lay in explaining how 
even two sides engaged in a bitter struggle could still have a shared interest 
in avoiding mutual destruction, and how there were ways of exploring 
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this common interest without ever denying the basic antagonism. This 
required an understanding of restraints and boundaries, a sensitivity 
to how defensive moves by one side could appear as threatening to 
the other, and an interest in forms of communication that relied on 
tacit understandings as well as offi cial statements. In principle this line 
of thought had wider potential which Schelling in particular began to 
explore in the 1960s, but he like others was discouraged by Vietnam. 
As superpower negotiations became institutionalised with the arms 
control negotiations of the 1970s and 1980s, the nuclear specialists found 
themselves concentrating on second and third order issues.72

Interest in nuclear strategy persisted because NATO got itself in the 
position where it was over-reliant on nuclear threats because of the 
Warsaw Pact’s advantages in conventional forces. The attempts to fi nd 
ways round this problem, by either removing this reliance or rendering 
its threats credible, kept the nuclear specialists busy even though they 
faced severe political constraints in pushing forward their favoured 
prescriptions. The politicians were right to concentrate on holding 
the alliance together even though that limited fully preparations for 
a future war. In an otherwise stable political setting, alliance disarray 
always represented the most likely reason for a shift in the underlying 
balance of power. Although the dominant strategic theme during the 
cold war was deterrence this was not that diffi cult to achieve once there 
was the slightest risk of nuclear annihilation. Deterrence only appeared 
intellectually demanding once it took the form of explorations into what 
might happen if this risk was disregarded or was in some way transcended. 
Here at least there was a link to Clausewitz. As he once remarked: ‘In war 
everything is simple, but the simplest thing is diffi cult.’73
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6
economics 

ian jackson

In the earliest accounts of the cold war, historians either largely neglected 
or over-emphasised economic factors. Written in the 1950s and 1960s at 
the height of the East–West confrontation, ‘traditionalist’ works on the 
cold war focused on the political and strategic causes of the cold war. 
Traditionalist historians blamed the expansionist foreign policy of the 
Soviet Union for the origins of the confl ict. On the contrary, self-styled 
‘revisionist’ historians argued that Soviet foreign policy was cautious 
and defensive. In their eyes, it was the economic ‘open door’ policy of 
the United States that led to the breakdown in cooperation between 
Washington and Moscow after the Second World War. The revisionists 
asserted that national economic interests drove US foreign policy and 
American intervention in Europe and East Asia could only be explained 
by Washington’s quest to preserve capitalism and locate foreign markets 
for the country’s burgeoning exports. In the 1980s and 1990s, however, 
a more complex picture of the economic dimension of the cold war 
emerged. Drawing on multinational archival sources, scholars began 
to set economic issues, such as trade and foreign assistance, within the 
context of the political, strategic and ideological aspects of the cold war. 
This research demonstrated that economics, ideology and security were 
inextricably linked with respect to both the origins and evolution of the 
East–West confl ict. The aim of this chapter is to highlight the connection 
between the economic aspects and the security component of the cold 
war, as perceived by both the Western and Soviet blocs.

While many historians have emphasised the importance of the 
economic dimension of the cold war, as of this writing, there are only 
two comprehensive treatments of the subject. In 1989, Thomas J. 
McCormick, inspired by the writings of leading revisionist historian 
William Appleman Williams and the eminent sociologist Immanuel 
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Wallerstein, published a theoretically sophisticated overview of the rise 
and fall of American economic hegemony since 1945.1 Almost a decade 
later, Diane B. Kunz also produced a history of US diplomatic history 
from an economic perspective. Basing her work on a range of primary 
and secondary sources, Kunz presented a detailed analysis of American 
international trade and monetary policy within the context of the East–
West confl ict.2 The scholarship of McCormick and Kunz notwithstanding, 
a thorough global account of the economic dimension of the cold war 
has yet to appear. With the emergence of the ‘post-revisionist synthesis’ 
in the early 1980s, corporatist approaches to American diplomatic history 
pioneered by Michael J. Hogan demonstrated the infl uential role that 
business elites played in the making of US foreign policy.3 Post-revisionist 
scholars drawing on links between national security and economics, 
moreover, sought to explain how American grand strategy in the cold 
war was underpinned by the necessity of ensuring economic strength at 
home and abroad. The new cold war historiography has developed the 
research of the post-revisionist school and a new generation of historians, 
with increasing access to primary sources in both Western and Eastern 
countries has begun to examine the economic aspects of the cold war 
from an international perspective.4 Another key objective of this chapter, 
then, is to synthesise these major writings on the economic component 
of the post-Second World War superpower rivalry. 

This chapter is divided into four sections. The fi rst section concentrates 
on the economic origins of the cold war. It will examine the clash between 
the competing systems of capitalism and communism, the divergent 
economic aims of the United States and the Soviet Union for world 
economic order and the impact of the Marshall Plan on East–West tensions 
over Europe. The second section explores the role of Western and Eastern 
economic organisations during the cold war. Coverage is provided of the 
origins and evolution of COCOM (Coordinating Committee on East–West 
Trade) and the CMEA, also known as Comecon. The third section of the 
chapter traces the unsuccessful effort by the Nixon administration to use 
trade as a political lever for de-escalating the cold war through economic 
détente in the mid-1970s. This is followed with a discussion of the renewed 
East–West economic confrontation after the demise of détente during 
1979–83. The chapter concludes with an evaluation of the economic 
developments that led to the end of the cold war from 1985 to 1991. 

the economic or ig ins of  the co ld war
The economic origins of the cold war lie with the competing perspectives 
of world order held by the United States and the Soviet Union after 1945. 
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It was the determination to defeat Hitler and prevent the emergence of 
German hegemony in Europe that brought together two powers with 
contrasting political and economic systems in an alliance of convenience 
during the Second World War. Once Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan 
had been defeated, however, Washington and Moscow began to pursue 
different paths towards economic reconstruction after the devastation 
wrought by the war.5 The American vision was based on the tenets 
of liberal capitalism underpinned by democracy and political self-
determination. The Roosevelt and Truman administrations envisaged a 
world economic order that would promote peace and prosperity through 
international fi nancial stability, free trade and economic cooperation 
between nations. Conversely, Soviet economic plans were less ambitious. 
Striving for security against encirclement by the Western capitalist 
countries, Stalin aimed to build a political and economic sphere of 
infl uence in Eastern Europe of socialist nations loyal to the Kremlin. 
Inevitably, a clash occurred between American multilateralism and 
Soviet autarky, as both governments grew increasingly suspicious of the 
other’s economic motivations, especially in Europe. By the late 1940s, 
two economic spheres of infl uence had emerged: a US-led community 
of capitalist nations and a Soviet-dominated bloc of subservient Eastern 
European communist governments.6

The American economic sphere evolved from a series of multilateral 
negotiations on international finance and trade. In 1944, a new 
international monetary system was conceived at a conference held 
at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire. The new fi nancial arrangements 
provided for a system of fi xed currency exchange rates, established a link 
between the dollar and gold at $35 an ounce and created two institutions, 
the IMF and the World Bank, to assist with national balance of payments 
diffi culties and economic development. In 1948, a global trade regime was 
formed under the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). GATT 
was committed to the gradual reduction in the barriers to commerce 
between its members through a series of trade liberalisation rounds. 
The United States also drew on its vast economic power and resources 
to aid its allies in Western Europe with post-war reconstruction in the 
1940s. In 1946, Washington provided Britain with a $3.75 billion low 
interest loan; from 1948 to 1952, the Truman administration provided 
$13 billion in economic and fi nancial assistance to Western Europe under 
the European Recovery Program (ERP), known informally as the ‘Marshall 
Plan’. In many ways, American efforts to create a multilateral world 
economic order were frustrated by the economic weakness of Western 
Europe and the ensuing cold war with the Soviet Union. By 1949, through 



 economics 169

careful nurturing by its European allies, Washington had embarked on 
three major initiatives – the Truman doctrine, the Marshall Plan and 
NATO – and found itself at the heart of a democratic community of 
capitalist nations.

Whereas the American economic sphere of infl uence was characterised 
by compromise, cooperation and shared mutual interests, the Soviet 
sphere was organised and managed through coercion. As the war was 
ending, Stalin turned to his Eastern European neighbours for reparations 
and bilateral trade agreements. Having extracted war reparations from 
Romania and Hungary, the Kremlin used barter agreements with the terms 
of trade tilted in favour of Moscow to obtain raw materials and machinery 
for economic reconstruction. The Soviet Union eventually signed bilateral 
barter agreements with several Eastern European countries during the 
course of 1945–46.7 Mark Kramer estimates that the net outfl ow of raw 
materials, manufactured goods, equipment and machinery to the Soviet 
Union from Eastern Europe was valued in the region of $15–20 billion in 
the decade following the end of the Second World War.8 Bilateral trade 
and joint stock company ventures supervised by Moscow enabled the 
Soviet Union to penetrate the economies of the Eastern European states.9 
By the end of the decade, however, Stalin had succeeded in imposing the 
Soviet command economy model on seven Eastern European nations. 
These countries were Bulgaria, Poland, Hungary, Albania, Czechoslovakia, 
Romania and the GDR.

The command economy model had three distinct features. First, the 
state directed, managed and owned the means of production. Decisions 
on resource allocation, investment and enterprise were determined 
solely by the government. Second, national economies were centrally 
planned; the communist parties set growth targets, allocated resources 
and monitored progress towards achieving the objectives of fi ve-year 
plans. Finally, command economies were geared towards registering faster 
growth rates than their Western capitalist counterparts and central plans 
focused on the industrial sectors of chemicals, heavy machinery, iron, 
steel and electronics at the expense of agriculture and consumer goods.10 
How successful was the Soviet economic growth race against the West? 
Clearly, the growth rates of the command economies were commensurate 
with and, in some cases, higher than the levels achieved by the Western 
capitalist countries during the 1950s and 1960s. It has been calculated 
that by 1970 the combined Soviet and Eastern European centrally planned 
economies accounted for 30 per cent of world output.11

Economic tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union 
were evident in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War. 
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Truman refused a request for a $6 billion loan from Moscow in 1946 
in response to Stalin’s failure to adhere to the Yalta accords and latent 
expansionism in Eastern Europe.12 Moscow, moreover, clashed with its 
wartime allies over the future of Germany. The three Western zones 
of the country administered by the United States, Britain and France 
were subsequently merged to form a powerful economic and political 
unit at the heart of Western Europe. In fact, the Western powers viewed 
the newly established FRG as the engine room for economic recovery 
in Western Europe, a key member of NATO from 1955 and a dynamic 
political force for the integration of the continent. The GDR, by contrast, 
was ruthlessly exploited by Moscow for raw materials and industrial goods 
after the war and became a satellite state of the Soviet Union in 1949. 
The economic cold war, however, broke out over the Marshall Plan. In 
strategic terms, the ERP was devised by the Truman administration to 
rehabilitate Europe and build a strong power centre as a bulwark against 
Soviet expansionism. American policy-makers also believed that the 
revitalisation of the Western European economies would also deter the 
rise of indigenous communist parties.13 The Soviet Union and the Eastern 
European governments were invited by Washington to participate in the 
programme. But neither the Soviet Union nor its recently acquired client 
states were involved in the plan. This was due to two main reasons. First, 
the virulently anti-communist British and French governments blocked 
Soviet participation.14 Stalin, moreover, was not prepared to comply with 
the conditions required of the recipient countries under the Marshall 
Plan, which he perceived as foreign interference in Soviet affairs. Even 
more dramatically, the Kremlin instructed Poland and Czechoslovakia, 
two Eastern European countries that had traditionally high levels of 
trade with the West, to withdraw from the ERP and forgo substantial 
allocations of assistance from the United States.15 This was a signifi cant 
event in the division of the continent.

In December 1947, the Truman administration approved restrictions 
on trade with the Soviet Union and its Eastern European satellites.16 
Washington implemented a strategic embargo on East–West trade 
through two export control lists – 1-A (strategic items) and 1-B (semi-
strategic items) – in the summer of 1948. Governments participating 
in the ERP were also obliged to prohibit strategic trade and the transfer 
of technology to the Soviet bloc under the Mundt amendment to the 
Economic Cooperation Act of 1948. The Mundt amendment empowered 
the Marshall aid administrator to refuse delivery of goods under the 
ERP to countries engaged in strategic trade with the Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe on the grounds of US national security. President Truman, 
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moreover, ordered the Economic Cooperation Administration (ECA) to 
negotiate a multilateral strategic embargo with the Western European 
governments in August 1948.17 The Soviet response to Washington’s 
curtailment of East–West trade was to tighten Moscow’s economic 
reins on Eastern Europe. In 1949, Stalin established an economic 
organisation, Comecon, dedicated to promoting trade between the 
socialist bloc countries. 

cocom versus comecon:  east–west trade strategies 

A considerable body of literature now exists on the formative years of 
the Western strategic embargo against the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe. Over the past two decades, scholars have drawn upon declassifi ed 
government documents on both sides of the Atlantic to present an 
accurate overview of the origins and evolution of the East–West trade 
group – COCOM – in the 1950s and 1960s.18 Prior to the availability of 
archival sources, Gunnar Adler-Karlsson’s path-breaking work on Western 
embargo policy during the cold war concluded that the United States 
dragged its reluctant allies into an export control programme through 
economic coercion.19 Adler-Karlsson’s claims have been largely refuted 
by evidence presented in government documents.20 

The historiography of COCOM has highlighted three important themes 
in the making and execution of Western embargo policy against the Soviet 
bloc. First, the multilateral export control effort was organised primarily 
by the United States. Washington initially proposed the embargo and, 
together with Britain, shaped and drove the policy process in COCOM. 
Second, Washington and its European allies clashed over the content and 
scope of the embargo. The Americans wanted a comprehensive export 
control programme composed of strategic and industrial items; the 
Europeans sought to limit restrictions to trade in exports of high military 
potential. Finally, recent research has demonstrated the effectiveness 
of multilateral bargaining in the East–West trade group. Under British 
leadership, the European members of COCOM succeeded in tailoring 
the embargo to suit their economic interests and modifi ed American 
demands for a more stringent export control programme.

The Truman administration looked to Britain for assistance in mobilising 
Western European support for an international embargo on exports to 
the Soviet bloc. The Labour government of Clement Attlee supported 
the strategic aims of the US embargo initiative, but was concerned that 
an overly restrictive trade policy towards Eastern Europe would deprive 
Britain of crucial raw material imports and export markets for industrial 
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goods necessary for economic recovery after the Second World War. Other 
Western European countries shared London’s sentiments regarding the 
benefi ts of non-strategic East–West trade for economic reconstruction. 
In fact, the majority of the Organisation for European Economic 
Cooperation (OEEC) countries were extremely reluctant to engage in 
what they perceived as economic warfare with the Soviet Union and East 
Europe. Britain, thus, found itself in an invidious position. On the one 
hand, London believed that strategic export controls were a necessary 
tool for waging the cold war; on the other, the Attlee government was 
keen to expand peaceful commerce with the Eastern European nations 
as a means of overcoming its chronic balance of payments problem and 
growing dollar gap with the United States.21 In 1949, in partnership with 
France, Britain acted as the rope-bridge between the American and OEEC 
positions on East–West trade policy. With the formation of COCOM in 
January 1950, a compromise, facilitated by London and Paris, had been 
reached on a limited strategic embargo that would prevent technology 
transfer to the Soviet bloc, but would not impede commercial trade 
between Western and Eastern Europe.22

During 1950–53, relations between the United States and Western 
Europe in COCOM were characterised by friction and confl ict. Although 
three international lists were created by the membership to administer 
the strategic embargo, Washington and its allies held fundamentally 
divergent perspectives over what constituted strategic goods. A particular 
bone of contention was a category of items termed ‘dual-purpose’ goods. 
Dual-purpose items were essentially goods that could be used for both 
military and commercial means. Whereas the OEEC governments viewed 
industrial exports as critical for commercial trade with Eastern Europe, 
the Americans insisted that dual-purpose items could be used by the 
Soviet Union for military production. As tensions between East and West 
heightened over the Korean war, the United States managed to secure an 
agreement with Britain and France to expand the number of industrial 
goods under embargo in December 1950. Relations in COCOM were 
strained when the US Congress passed legislation to impose sanctions 
against American allies violating the East–West trade embargo in October 
1951. Truman, however, did not enforce the provisions of the Battle Act 
– which gave him discretionary power to suspend shipments of military 
aid to countries deemed to have exported strategic or dual-purpose goods 
to the Soviet bloc – and granted executive waivers to key American allies. 
Truman believed that suspending assistance would be counterproductive 
and only drive a wedge between the NATO governments, weakening 
mutual security.23 
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In August 1954, a major review of the international export control 
lists was undertaken in COCOM. The membership agreed to reduce 
by half the number of items under embargo in East–West trade. What 
accounts for this sudden change in policy? Historians have long debated 
the rationale behind the 1954 relaxation of the embargo. In particular, 
a debate materialised over President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s role in 
pushing for the liberalisation of East–West trade.24 The available evidence 
suggests that while Eisenhower was highly infl uential in the decision to 
relax the embargo, Churchill carefully prodded him in the direction of 
East–West trade liberalisation.25 The embargo review was aimed chiefl y 
at dual-purpose items and goods deemed to no longer have military or 
technological value to the Soviet Union. The strategic nature of the export 
control programme was retained, however, as the West prepared for the 
‘long haul’: a period of tension short of confl ict with Moscow.

The Europeans were not wholly satisfied with the August 1954 
international export control list revisions. They continued to press the 
Eisenhower administration for a further relaxation of the embargo, 
especially with regard to restrictions on trade with the PRC. Since 1951, 
COCOM had maintained a more restrictive list of exports under control in 
trade with Beijing. Eisenhower, however, was reluctant to bring the China 
List into line with its Soviet counterpart given domestic hostility to trade 
with the PRC in the United States in the aftermath of the Korean confl ict. 
Yet the British, French and Japanese governments, driven by commercial 
interests in the East Asian region, pushed for the abolition of the so-
called ‘China differential’ during 1955–57. Washington, nevertheless, 
stonewalled their efforts. In May 1957, under increasing domestic pressure 
from parliament and the business community, the British Prime Minister, 
Harold Macmillan, unilaterally ended the ‘China differential’ by removing 
controls on the items on the China List. France and Japan immediately 
followed the UK’s example. As a result, while the Europeans and Japan 
applied a similar list of restrictions in trade with the PRC and Soviet bloc, 
Washington’s national embargo against Beijing was more severe than its 
Soviet bloc counterpart.26 In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Britain began 
to question the role of COCOM in East–West trade. Privately, Macmillan 
called the continuing existence of the East–West trade group ‘absurd’.27 
British negotiators in COCOM challenged the maintenance of export 
controls on technology that the Soviet Union had managed to acquire 
from other sources. They argued that in the era of Sputnik a strategic 
embargo on military and technological know-how was anachronistic.28 

In contrast to COCOM, there is a dearth of archive-based accounts of 
Comecon. This is perhaps due to limited access to declassifi ed documents 
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in the former member states. Notwithstanding the lack of primary 
source material about Comecon, political scientists and economists have 
generated a sizeable literature on the group’s strengths, shortcomings and 
various activities. Like COCOM, Comecon was a product of the economic 
cold war. It was created in January 1949 at the height of the East–West 
confrontation.29 The initial membership consisted of the Soviet Union, 
Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary and Bulgaria. Albania joined in February; 
the GDR became a member of Comecon in 1950. The main objectives of 
Comecon were economic cooperation, technical and mutual assistance 
between a collective of socialist governments with planned domestic 
economies.30 There has been considerable discussion in the literature 
as to the motivations behind Stalin’s decision to create Comecon. For a 
number of scholars, the regime was an economic vehicle for consolidating 
the Kremlin’s hold over its Eastern European satellites.31 Still, others 
have argued that Moscow genuinely wanted to build an organisation to 
facilitate commercial contact between socialist states. The very nature of 
the planned economic process made trade between the Eastern European 
governments diffi cult. Comecon would therefore provide a framework 
for overcoming the obstacles of domestic protectionism and currency 
inconvertibility.32 It has also been suggested that Comecon was formed in 
response to Western export controls on East–West trade. The formation of 
COCOM not only led to the disruption of historic trading links between 
Western and Eastern Europe, but also drove the socialist governments 
more fi rmly into the Soviet orbit. Comecon, therefore, can be viewed as 
a declaration of solidarity by the Eastern European governments against 
NATO in the emerging cold war confl ict.33

During the course of the formative meetings of Comecon, the 
membership explored the possibility of creating a regional economic 
organisation. Delegates from the member states discussed strategies for 
developing a common economic plan for Eastern Europe that would 
increase growth and productivity and improve living standards in the 
member states. Yet, in the early 1950s, these efforts were frustrated by 
Stalin’s determination to maintain an iron grip on his newly acquired 
sphere of infl uence. The Soviet leader was convinced that an autonomous 
organisation with supranational aspirations would constrain his ability 
to control the Eastern European governments. Such an organisation, 
he feared, could eventually act as a regional counterweight to Soviet 
economic power. Comecon, as a result, did not function as a mutual 
assistance regime during 1949–53. Instead, trade between the member 
governments was closely monitored and managed by Moscow through a 
series of bilateral agreements between the Soviet Union and its satellites. 
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As Adam Ulam has pointed out, Stalin basically used Comecon as a 
‘new piece of machinery for milking the satellites’ for raw materials and 
machinery for Soviet industrial, agricultural and military production.34

It was only after Stalin’s death in March 1953 that Comecon began to 
realise the objectives of the founding members.35 After the Soviet invasion 
of Hungary in November 1956, General Secretary Nikita Khrushchev 
reconstituted Comecon with the goal of fostering higher standards of 
living in the member states and economic interdependence in the region. 
Signifi cantly, the Moscow Declaration of 1957 committed the Comecon 
governments to a closer relationship with each other based on mutual 
respect, economic equality and recognition of national sovereignty. 
Undoubtedly, Comecon’s golden era occurred in 1958–61. During a series 
of council sessions in 1957–58, the membership unveiled the ‘transferable 
rouble’ as a monetary device for overcoming the problem of currency 
inconvertibility in intra-Comecon trade. This initiative was followed 
with the inauguration of a goods pricing system in the CMEA designed 
to protect and insulate member governments from the vagaries of world 
market fl uctuations. The most important development in the ten-year 
history of the CMEA was the Comecon Charter of December 1959, which 
committed the regime to the establishment of an ‘international socialist 
division of labour’.36

In December 1961, Comecon released the ‘Basic Principles of 
International Socialist Division of Labour’. The ‘Basic Principles’ called for 
the concentration of production processes in individual member states: 
some governments would focus on agricultural production, while others 
would specialise in industrialisation. To this end, it was hoped that the 
combined efforts of the members would ensure maximum growth in the 
agricultural and industrial sectors, raising living standards and increasing 
economic growth in the region. In the aftermath of the Berlin crisis, 
Khrushchev was keen to draw on specialisation in Comecon to bolster 
the GDR and create an economic rival to the FRG.37 The Soviet leader 
proposed the establishment of a ‘single planning organ’ in November 
1962 to facilitate the specialisation process. Khrushchev’s attempts to 
transform Comecon into a supranational economic community, however, 
were thwarted by rising nationalist sentiment in Romania. The Romanian 
government believed that socialist economic integration was a direct 
threat to national sovereignty. The Romanians argued that the states 
themselves should reserve the right to select and organise national 
economic activities. While the integration project was shelved in the 
early 1960s, Comecon remained an important regional economic body in 
Eastern Europe during the 1960s. The bulk of foreign trade in the region 
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was concentrated between the Comecon membership and new standing 
committees and joint ventures enhanced economic interdependence 
between the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.

Why did the integration project fail? Three reasons account for the 
inability of Comecon to transform itself from a mutual assistance body 
into a supranational economic community. First, the socialist planning 
process, which was a key function of the state, proved a major obstacle 
to multilateral trade. The diverse planning apparatuses of the Comecon 
membership could only have been merged through either the adoption 
of market mechanisms or economic integration imposed by Moscow.38 
Second, Comecon acquired new members in the 1960s and 1970s 
including Mongolia, Cuba and Vietnam. The fact that these countries 
were geographically excluded from the Eastern European region made full 
integration in Comecon impossible. Even within Eastern Europe there 
remained huge disparities in terms of economic development, not least 
between the Soviet Union and its satellites. Finally, in the 1960s, many 
of the Comecon governments began to expand commercial contacts 
with Western countries as the international strategic situation improved 
and COCOM relaxed its restrictions on East–West trade. The Eastern 
European countries found that they could import consumer goods and 
high quality technology from the West that were essential for alleviating 
bottlenecks in their economies. 

the r ise and fa l l  of  economic détente 

After Khrushchev’s ouster from power in 1964, the new Soviet leadership 
continued to pursue peaceful co-existence with the West. There was 
general recognition within the Politburo that military confrontation with 
the United States should be avoided at all cost. Brezhnev favoured the 
traditional approach to Soviet foreign policy, which called for high levels 
of expenditure on defence and military production. The Soviet Premier, 
Alexei Kosygin, desisted from endorsing Brezhnev’s policy and argued 
that the Soviet economy was lagging behind its Western counterparts in 
terms of technological innovation.39 In Kosygin’s view, the Soviet Union’s 
defi ciency in advanced technology could only be addressed through 
commercial contact with the Western states. Signifi cantly, the annual 
growth rate of the Soviet economy had slipped from as high as 10 per 
cent in the 1950s to a fi gure of 5 per cent in the mid-1960s. Kosygin 
believed that transfers of Western technology could eliminate bottlenecks 
in the economy, expand growth and production levels and reverse Soviet 
economic decline.40
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In the late 1960s, however, Brezhnev changed his mind. During a 
speech to the Twenty-fourth Party Congress in March 1971, the Soviet 
leader explained the motivations behind his decision to embark on a 
campaign to increase commercial contact with the Western capitalist 
countries. The so-called ‘Peace Programme’ announcement envisaged 
an improvement in political relations between Moscow and the West. 
As well as expanding foreign trade, Brezhnev indicated that the Soviet 
leadership was prepared to explore with the United States ways of slowing 
down the nuclear arms race.41 This dramatic change in Brezhnev’s 
thinking appears to have been motivated primarily by two factors. First, 
he desired to ensure the long-term economic and political survival of 
the Soviet Union. The procurement of Western technology, he thought, 
would allow for the modernisation of Soviet industry without wholesale 
domestic economic reform. International arms control, moreover, would 
improve the strategic climate of East–West relations and bolster Soviet 
national security. Second, détente with the United States would enable 
Moscow to gain international recognition for the Soviet Union’s status 
as a superpower and its domination over Eastern Europe.42

Meanwhile, in the United States, Nixon and his national security 
adviser, Henry Kissinger, were disinclined to relax the strategic embargo.43 
Although both men recognised that the realities of American economic 
decline and parity in the nuclear arms race necessitated a more constructive 
relationship with Moscow, they viewed East–West trade as a strategic tool 
that could be used to extract concessions from the Soviet leadership. 
Given the Soviet leadership’s desire for greater commercial contact with 
the West, Nixon and Kissinger viewed trade as a bargaining chip that 
could be exchanged for a lessening of cold war tensions, more restrained 
Soviet behaviour in the Third World and arms control negotiations.

East–West trade was discussed at the National Security Council (NSC) 
meeting of 21 May 1969. Nixon reaffirmed his opinion that trade 
liberalisation with the Soviet Union could only be linked to political 
concessions from Moscow. He discounted the argument that increased 
commerce between the two countries could be the basis of transforming 
the political situation in East–West relations.44 In a directive following 
the NSC meeting, Nixon declared that the United States would only 
relax its strategic embargo against Moscow ‘whenever there is suffi cient 
improvement in our overall relations’ with the Kremlin.45 The Export 
Administration Act, which replaced the Export Control Act of 1949, 
granted the executive branch authority to fundamentally transform 
East–West economic relations and liberalise trade with the Soviet bloc. 
Yet, under Nixon’s new directive, there was to be no change in US export 
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control policy and Washington would prohibit the shipment of items 
‘contributing signifi cantly to the military supporting industrial capability 
of the USSR and Eastern Europe regardless of foreign availability’.46

Nixon remained resolute in his determination to use trade as a 
bargaining lever with the Soviet leadership. He decided to ‘defer any 
decision on new Administration initiatives to liberalise US trade policy 
towards the Communist Countries’. Nixon, furthermore, ordered that 
efforts by Congress to expand commerce with the Soviet bloc should 
be ‘opposed only in a very low key way’.47 The new US export control 
policy proved to be a remarkable reversal of the approach taken by 
preceding administrations. While Presidents Kennedy and Johnson had 
pushed Congress for trade liberalisation with the Soviet Union, the Nixon 
administration appeared to want to block efforts by the legislative branch 
to expand commerce with the communist nations. Nixon, furthermore, 
ignored American multilateral obligations in COCOM. Now that East–
West economic relations had been designated an issue of high politics by 
the Nixon administration, Washington tended to operate independently 
of the multilateral regime on matters of trade and technology transfer. 
Nixon’s unilateralism and failure to consult with the COCOM membership 
not only weakened the effectiveness of the international embargo, but 
also created tensions between the United States and its allies.

In a meeting with President Nixon on 29 September 1971, the Soviet 
Foreign Minister, Andrei Gromyko, signalled the Kremlin’s interest in 
discussing East–West trade with the United States. Nixon told Gromyko 
that once the Vietnam war began to wind down ‘all sorts of doors would 
be open’ and Washington would be in a position to explore a commercial 
relationship with the Soviet Union. He did not give the Soviet foreign 
minister any assurances, but agreed to send Secretary of Commerce Maurice 
Stans to Moscow for informal talks with Prime Minister Kosygin.48 Stans’ 
discussions with Soviet offi cials revealed enthusiasm for Most Favoured 
Nation (MFN) status, bank credits, a relaxation of the US embargo and 
a joint agreement on scientifi c and technological cooperation. Nixon’s 
reaction, though, was predictably cautious. He told the secretary of 
commerce that it remained imperative that the US ‘attitude with respect 
to increasing trade with the Soviet Union be governed completely by the 
state of our political relations’. In short, Nixon would only consider the 
economic aspects of détente if the Soviet Union would play its part in 
lessening tensions in South-East Asia.49

The Stans visit did mark a signifi cant change in Nixon’s approach to 
East–West trade. During the Moscow summit in May 1972, Nixon and 
Brezhnev exchanged views on the possibilities of developing commercial 
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trade contact between the two countries. Although the communiqué of 
the summit did not reveal any specifi c initiatives in the economic sphere, 
Nixon was receptive to further talks between American and Soviet offi cials 
on the issues of lend-lease debt, MFN status, bank credits and a possible 
trade agreement in the event that progress was made on arms control and 
Soviet restraint in South Asia. The communiqué committed the two leaders 
to establish a US–USSR Commercial Commission to deal specifi cally with 
East–West trade negotiations. After the Commission met in the summer, 
a trade agreement was signed on 18 October. The agreement conferred 
MFN status on Moscow, committed the two countries to $2.5 billion in 
bilateral trade over three years, provided for a lend-lease settlement of 
$722 million; and Export-Import Bank credits to the Soviet Union. This 
was undoubtedly the high point of economic détente in the early 1970s.50 
The superpower negotiations also fostered an improved international 
strategic situation, one of the political concessions Nixon’s strategy of 
trade linkage strove to exact from the Soviets. Brezhnev, for his part, had 
gained access to advanced-industrial technology, consumer goods and 
bank credits that would assist in the modernisation and development 
of the Soviet economy.

In 1972–73, Washington and Moscow achieved major breakthroughs 
in arms control and the expansion of bilateral trade. There was also 
progress for Nixon in US relations with China. Rapprochement with 
Beijing paved the way for the removal of trade restrictions with the PRC.51 
But as trade increased with the communist countries, especially the Soviet 
Union, critics of Nixon’s foreign policy began to question the merits of 
East–West trade liberalisation from a security standpoint. In March 1973, 
Senator Henry M. Jackson introduced an amendment to the Trade Reform 
Act, which contained the legislation required to approve the US–USSR 
trade agreement of October 1972, linking MFN to a more liberal Soviet 
policy towards Jewish emigration. Congressman Charles Vanik proposed 
a similar amendment in the House of Representatives further marring 
relations between the White House and Capitol Hill during 1973. The 
House subsequently passed the Jackson–Vanik amendment in December, 
much to the chagrin of Nixon and Kissinger.52 

Evidently, Jackson and Vanik were using the issue of Jewish emigration 
to attack the Nixon administration’s détente policy. Matters were 
complicated by an amendment sponsored by Adlai E. Stevenson III in the 
Senate in June 1974 to limit the amount of credit the Export-Import Bank 
could grant Moscow. Brezhnev and the Politburo were incensed by this 
development, as the Soviet Union, short of hard currency, required credits 
to trade with the West. The Jackson–Vanik amendment, nevertheless, 
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produced a change in Soviet policy and Jewish emigration rose from 
400 in 1968 to 35,000 in 1973. This did not satisfy Jackson’s demands 
for a fi gure in the region of 60,000. As the Trade Reform bill threatened 
to derail détente, Kissinger managed to strike an agreement with Jackson 
on 18 October 1974. The outcome was a victory for the hawkish critics 
of détente in Washington. The bill was eventually passed in the Senate on 
13 December with the Jackson–Vanik amendment; the new president, 
Gerald Ford, had no alternative but to sign the Trade Reform Act into 
law on 3 January 1975. This was the fi nal straw for Brezhnev. On 13 
January, the Kremlin announced that it was abrogating the October 
1972 trade agreement with the United States.53 Moscow’s decision to 
pull out of the trade agreement sounded the death knell for economic 
détente and completely discredited Nixon and Kissinger’s strategy of trade 
linkage domestically.

the ro le of  economic factors in  ending the co ld war 

Despite the limited availability of declassifi ed government documents, 
much has been written about the renewed economic confrontation 
between the United States and the Soviet Union from 1979 to 1983. 
The literature has reached the following conclusions. First, the Carter 
and Reagan administrations reversed COCOM’s commitment to the 
liberalisation of East–West trade embargo and reintroduced wide-
ranging export restrictions along the lines of the strategic embargo that 
was implemented by the Truman administration. Second, relations 
between Washington and its allies deteriorated markedly in COCOM. 
During 1981–82, there was a palpable rift between the United States 
and leading Western European governments over the East–West trade 
embargo that had never been experienced throughout COCOM’s 30-
year history. Finally, American efforts to use the strategic embargo as an 
economic weapon against the Soviet Union were rendered ineffectual 
not only because of friction in COCOM, but also the Kremlin’s success 
in circumventing the Western export control programme.

The Carter administration was deeply divided over the issue of East–
West trade. Both the State and Commerce Departments pressed for 
an expansion in commercial trade with the Soviet Union and Eastern 
Europe. On the contrary, National Security Adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski 
and Secretary of Energy James Schlesinger believed that stricter controls 
were required on dual-purpose technology goods to the Soviet bloc. 
During 1977–78, the president sided with the more moderate position of 
Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and Secretary of Commerce Juanita Kreps, 
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and adopted a policy of trade linkage towards Moscow. In return for Soviet 
restraint in the Third World and a respect for human rights, Carter offered 
Brezhnev increased commercial opportunities with the United States.54 
The president, however, abruptly shifted policy in December 1979 when 
the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan. On 4 January 1980, Carter dented 
hopes for a more productive American–Soviet commercial relationship 
by tightening export controls on high technology, suspending grain 
shipments and calling for an international boycott of the Olympic games 
to be held in Moscow later in the year.55 

Yet Carter miscalculated the response of American allies to the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan. Anxious to maintain East–West détente, the 
Western European governments were extremely reluctant to implement 
economic sanctions or intensify trade controls on trade with the Soviet 
Union.56 The Carter administration’s grain embargo was essentially a 
unilateral exercise that was costly to Washington from an economic 
and political standpoint. In economic terms, American–Soviet trade was 
reduced from $4.8 billion to $1.5 billion during the period the grain 
embargo was in force. This caused hardship among the American farming 
community and accentuated the US balance of payments defi cit at a 
time when the domestic economy was in a deep malaise. Politically, 
the grain embargo increased Carter’s unpopularity during an election 
year and, undoubtedly, alienated voters living in rural areas. What was 
more, Moscow was largely successful in accounting for the shortfall to its 
grain imports as a result of the American embargo. Defying Washington, 
Argentina, Australia and Canada willingly supplied the Soviet Union with 
millions of metric tons of grain.57

The Carter administration’s experience with the grain embargo should 
have been a warning to Reagan regarding the futility of economic 
sanctions against the Soviet Union. Reagan, who had opposed the grain 
embargo, lifted the sanctions against Moscow in April 1981. In July, 
however, strongly infl uenced by the hard-line Defense Department, he 
began to pursue a more restrictive East–West trade policy, as part of 
an overall strategy of confrontation with Moscow. The Pentagon was 
convinced of the utility of strategic export controls as both a means of 
preventing the Kremlin from acquiring high-technology goods for military 
purposes and further weakening through trade denial the declining Soviet 
economy.58 After martial law was imposed in Poland in December, Reagan 
implemented economic sanctions not only against the ruling regime 
in Warsaw, but also against the Soviet Union. The sanctions chiefl y 
entailed the suspension of negotiations on a new grain agreement and 
the cancellation of export licences for high-technology goods destined for 
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the Soviet bloc. There was much opposition to the sanctions in Western 
Europe and Japan. In a deal worth $10–15 billion, Western European fi rms 
had agreed to supply the Soviet Union with machinery and raw materials 
for the construction of a 5,000 km natural gas pipeline from Siberia to 
Ireland that would assist in supplying the continent’s energy requirements 
for the next two decades.59 The American sanctions therefore threatened 
to undermine the venture. Although Reagan did not manage to secure 
Western European support for the sanctions against Poland, the United 
States extended the COCOM embargo to incorporate critical technologies, 
computers and semi-conductors. The Reagan administration, moreover, 
was divided over the issue. Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger urged 
the president to widen the scope of the sanctions to the subsidiaries of 
American corporations and licensees in Western Europe. Secretary of 
State Alexander Haig, by contrast, wanted to avoid confl ict with the 
Europeans and Japanese over East–West trade, which he argued would 
cause disunity in the Western alliance.

During a meeting of the advanced industrial countries in Versailles in 
June, Reagan attempted to bargain with his allies for tighter sanctions 
against the Soviet Union. In exchange for a multilateral agreement to 
limit export credits to Moscow, the pipeline project would not be subject 
to export controls. The Western Europeans, nevertheless, refused to accept 
Reagan’s deal. In retaliation, the president announced on 18 June that 
the subsidiaries of American corporations based in Europe would now 
be subject to the December 1981 sanctions.60 Reagan’s action provoked 
outrage among Western European leaders; even the president’s closest 
ally, Margaret Thatcher, denounced Reagan’s resort to economic coercion 
as a clumsy attempt to press the Europeans to toe the American line. 
Ultimately, Reagan realised that Western disharmony was too high a price 
to pay for multilateral restrictions on trade credits to the Soviet Union. 
Having listened to more moderate voices in the administration, including 
the new Secretary of State, George Shultz, the president removed the 
economic sanctions on 13 November. The Western European governments 
did agree to more stringent East–West trade controls covering gas and 
oil technology, the standardisation and management of export credits, 
preferential assistance to the heavily militarised Soviet economy and 
an extension to the COCOM embargo.61 But notwithstanding these 
European concessions, Reagan discovered the limitations of economic 
sanctions against the Soviet Union. While a more restrictive embargo 
did weaken the Soviet economy and prevent Moscow from obtaining 
dual-purpose high technologies, cold war export controls continued to 
be a source of friction in the Atlantic alliance. 
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By the early 1980s, the Soviet economy was in a parlous state. Annual 
growth levels fell from 5 per cent in the 1960s to 1.9 per cent during 
1981–85. In 1986, Gorbachev proclaimed that the ‘acceleration of the 
country’s socio-economic development is the key to all our problems’.62 
He realised that in order to halt economic decline the Kremlin had to 
negotiate an end to the cold war. As well as perestroika, which involved 
restructuring of the domestic economy, Gorbachev sought to pursue 
détente with the United States and expand trade contacts with the 
Western industrial nations. According to Dale C. Copeland, Gorbachev’s 
external strategy for stabilising the Soviet economy was informed by 
three objectives. First, the Soviet leader wanted to end the arms race with 
Washington. If an agreement on arms control could be concluded with 
the Reagan administration, Gorbachev hoped to signifi cantly reduce 
military expenditure, which was running at a rate of about 20 per cent 
of Soviet GNP at the beginning of the decade. Second, Gorbachev was 
determined to convince Reagan not to proceed with the Strategic Defense 
Initiative (SDI). The Kremlin was anxious not to have to commit scarce 
capital resources to building a counterpart to the American space-based 
missile defence system. Finally, as the ‘second cold war’ began to thaw, 
Gorbachev began to urge the American president to relax restrictions on 
East–West trade and export credits to the Soviet Union. In similar vein to 
Kosygin in the mid-1960s, Gorbachev recognised the benefi ts of Western 
technology transfer for Soviet scientifi c and industrial development.63

The Eastern European countries also began to experience economic 
problems in the late 1970s and early 1980s. These problems were caused 
chiefl y by indebtedness to Western banks and economic reliance on the 
Soviet Union. With regard to the former, Eastern European governments 
had borrowed heavily to fund trade and technology transfer from the 
Western industrial countries.64 The governments blamed their economic 
plight on the failure of Comecon and Moscow’s increasing exploitation 
of their resources. A considerable source of acrimony was the Kremlin’s 
insistence in 1978 that the Eastern European members of Comecon 
increase their defence expenditure by 5 per cent. By and large the Eastern 
Europeans were opposed to Soviet militarisation during 1979–83 and 
welcomed the resumption of arms control talks between Washington and 
Moscow under Gorbachev. Some countries attempted to build economic 
bridges to the West. Hungary, for example, joined the IMF and World Bank 
in 1982.65 Despite their indebtedness, the Eastern European governments 
oriented their economic strategy towards regional and international trade. 
An organisation in decline, Comecon ceased to be a major source of trade 
for its membership when the Soviet Union allowed the organisation 
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to sign a reciprocal recognition agreement with the EEC in July 1985. 
Unwittingly, Comecon’s demise was hastened by the negotiation of a series 
of trade agreements between the EEC and individual Comecon members. 
As Moscow released its political grip on the Warsaw Pact countries in July 
1989, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania and Bulgaria signed 
bilateral trade agreements with the European Commission.66

The signature of the INF Treaty in September 1987 proved to be 
the catalyst for a gradual expansion of East–West trade. Reassured by 
Gorbachev’s commitment to arms control, the Reagan administration 
approved the removal of a number of highly signifi cant dual-purpose 
items from the international embargo lists at a meeting of COCOM in 
January 1988. These items included exports related to computers and 
telecommunications equipment, goods that Washington had heretofore 
insisted should remain under control despite the protests of Japan and the 
Western European governments.67 Gorbachev responded by withdrawing 
Soviet troops from Afghanistan and declaring Moscow’s intention to 
participate actively in the world economy. While further restrictions on 
East–West trade were relaxed, it was apparent that the Soviet president 
had set his sights on achieving MFN status from the US Congress. MFN 
status for the Soviet Union, it will be recalled, was a victim of the fallout 
from the Jackson–Vanik amendment to the Trade Reform Act of 1975. 
In December 1989, Gorbachev pressed the new president, George H. W. 
Bush, for normalised trading relations between the United States and 
Soviet Union as part of a new post-cold war agenda for the superpowers.68 
At the Washington summit of April 1990, which prepared the ground 
for German reunifi cation, the Soviet president told Bush that he could 
not return to Moscow without the economic benefi ts that would accrue 
from MFN status.69 In less than a decade, American–Soviet relations 
were transformed from economic confrontation to cooperation. By the 
early 1990s, as the Soviet Union teetered on the brink of political and 
economic collapse, Gorbachev looked to the Kremlin’s former adversaries 
for fi nancial assistance and moral support.

conc lus ions

Economic factors played a critical role in the cold war. The East–West 
confrontation was caused by the divergent perspectives of world economic 
order held by the United States and the Soviet Union. Both powers strove 
to preserve and promote their economic and political systems within two 
ideologically opposed spheres of infl uence established in the aftermath 
of the Second World War. Washington and Moscow, moreover, devised 
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and mobilised trade-based economic organisations during the formative 
years of the cold war. The US-led COCOM regime sought to restrict 
strategic trade and technology transfer to the Soviet bloc and the PRC. 
Comecon enabled the Kremlin to dominate the foreign commerce of its 
satellite states in Eastern Europe and access a ready source of raw materials 
for industrial and military production together with a marketplace for 
Soviet goods. 

As East–West tensions eased in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the 
United States and the Soviet Union explored the possibility of increasing 
trade between the two blocs. This trade was perceived as benefi cial to 
the West in terms of improving the strategic climate and crucial to the 
Warsaw Pact countries as a means of obtaining advanced technology to 
arrest the decline of the socialist centrally planned economies. While the 
Soviet invasion of Afghanistan triggered a new round of confrontation 
between Washington and Moscow in 1979, pressure on the Reagan 
administration from its Western allies and the assumption of power in 
the Kremlin by Gorbachev in 1985 were instrumental in the strategic shift 
from East–West economic confl ict to cooperation. It is one of history’s 
great ironies that the cold war ended and the Soviet Union collapsed not 
because of Western economic pressure in the form of trade denial and 
sanctions, but because of the failure of the centrally planned economic 
model and Gorbachev’s unsuccessful attempt to integrate the Soviet 
command economy into the capitalist world system. 
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7
sc ience and technology

chris toph b luth

Following on from the Second World War, the cold war period was one 
of unprecedented progress in military technology. As Freedman and 
Hughes have noted, following the development of the fi rst nuclear fi ssion 
device entire new fi elds of science and engineering formed the basis of 
hitherto unimaginable military capabilities that provided the capacity 
to destroy virtually all life on earth in a very short period of time. The 
scale and the rapidity of technical developments, involving such fi elds 
as nuclear energy, advanced fuel technology, space research, inertial 
guidance, computers and electronics, aeronautics, radar technology, 
communications, optics, to mention but a few, required scientifi c and 
technical efforts on a national scale, involving substantial proportions 
of the scientifi c, engineering and industrial base. 

This chapter will provide an account of the role of science and 
technology in the global confl ict we call the cold war, and assess the 
manner in which technological progress affected the military competition 
between the superpowers. It also shows how the Soviet military-industrial 
complex developed to meet the challenge presented by American 
military technology.

the mi l i tary- industr ia l  complex 

As the Soviet Union and the United States began to deploy strategic 
nuclear weapons in larger numbers it soon became evident that a strategic 
stalemate was emerging, whereby both sides would acquire strategic 
arsenals in excess of the requirements of ‘assured destruction’ while at the 
same time they would be able to retain an assured second-strike capability 
that would impose unacceptable risks on any first-strike scenario. 
Consequently a voluminous literature has discussed the factors that drove 
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the continued expansion and the increase in the technical sophistication 
of nuclear arsenals despite the emergence of ‘mutual assured destruction’. 
One of the central concepts is that of the ‘action–reaction phenomenon’, 
a phrase coined by Robert McNamara, according to which the propensity 
of military planners to base themselves on ‘worst-case scenarios’ results in 
the procurement of greater forces than required, and inducing the other 
side to do the same in an increasing spiral. The continuous advancement 
in weapons technology provided additional momentum. 

The consensus in the literature (which was not shared by signifi cant 
sections of the political elite in the USA) was that the United States was 
the principal source of innovation in military technology and therefore 
responsible for driving the arms race, to the extent that the United States, 
in the words of Jerome Wiesner, was engaged in an arms race with itself. 
But the image of an unfettered arms race did not correspond to the 
reality of the development of strategic arsenals. There were examples of 
restraint (such as the modest pace of Soviet strategic arms deployment in 
the Khrushchev period), asymmetric responses (such as the Soviet failure 
to match the extent of the US strategic bomber force) as well as surges 
in deployment far in excess of the capabilities of the other side. Critics 
such as Albert Wohlstetter pointed out that the underlying assumption of 
the arms race paradigm may have been false or incomplete and that this 
explanation ignored a multitude of other factors affecting force planning. 
Thus strategic arms policy might not have been governed purely by 
external threats or the requirement of security, but that domestic factors 
may have played a decisive role. This argument focuses on the role of 
the armed services, the defence industries and the political elites and 
bureaucracies that constituted large and politically and economically 
powerful institutions, whose institutional interests demanded continuing 
large military expenditures. The construction of threat scenarios and 
technological progress were the instruments of this interaction of vested 
interests which resulted in the build-up of ever-increasing arsenals of 
weapons systems. Eisenhower coined the phrase ‘military-industrial 
complex’ to describe this phenomenon. 

The Soviet Union was at a disadvantage because of its technological 
backwardness. Moreover, intellectual freedom is a fundamental 
prerequisite of scientifi c progress, while a strong economy provides 
the resources for research and development. The Soviet Union on the 
other hand could marshal resources on a large scale through the central 
planning system. Also, traditionally the Soviet education system had 
put far more emphasis on the sciences, producing excellent physicists, 
engineers and mathematicians. In response to the revolution in military 
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affairs engendered by nuclear weapons and ballistic missiles the Soviet 
Union built up a vast military-industrial complex. Despite the hierarchical 
nature of the Soviet system, different interest groups also existed and 
thus interaction of institutions with their own vested interests was an 
important factor. The Khrushchev period was dominated by the attempt 
to restructure the Soviet economy by reducing investment in the heavy 
metal industries, relieving the manpower shortage in the economy by 
reducing military manpower and reallocating resources to light industry 
and agriculture. This policy resulted in considerable confl ict inside the 
Presidium (as the Politburo, the central decision-making body of the CPSU, 
was known prior to 1966) and with sections of the military leadership, 
resulting eventually in Khrushchev’s downfall. The public discourse in 
the Soviet Union, such as it was, differed greatly from that in the United 
States. In the USA continued arms spending and the procurement of 
new technologies and weapons systems was usually justifi ed by general 
or specifi c threats. The Soviet leadership, although it often attacked 
the militaristic policies of the USA, never admitted any sort of military 
inferiority. During the Khrushchev period there were bombastic claims 
about Soviet capabilities that bore no relation to reality. These claims 
were part of a game of bluff in Khrushchev’s diplomacy, but they also 
had the purpose to justify reducing conventional military forces even 
though Soviet strategic nuclear capabilities were relatively modest. In 
other words, Khrushchev tried to rein in the military-industrial complex 
and was not afraid to take on military leaders or the military industry 
in the process. Even though the Cuban missile crisis resolved any doubt 
about the question of whether or not the Soviet Union needed to develop 
strategic nuclear forces on a scale that could challenge the United States, 
Khrushchev reverted to his own priorities in 1963 after his main political 
rival, Frol Kozlov, was eliminated by a stroke. The ouster of Khrushchev 
the following year (supported, though not instigated, by the military 
leadership) resulted in a new deal whereby the military was granted 
signifi cant autonomy in force planning and given resources for an all-
round build-up in conventional and strategic nuclear forces.

The Soviet government controlled military industry through 
the Military-Industrial Commission (VPK – Voenno-Promyshlenniya 
Kommissiya), an agency of the Council of Ministers responsible for 
coordinating the various organisations in the military, the Party and 
the government involved with the procurement and production of 
weapons. The defence industries submitted their proposals to the VPK, 
where they were to be studied for their technical feasibility, production 
requirements and impact on other sectors of the economy. The VPK 
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also considered funding, production and schedules. The decision by the 
VPK on any proposal would be subject to approval by the Council of 
Ministers. Military production took place in enterprises under various 
ministries such as the ministry of medium machine building (nuclear 
warheads) or the ministry of general machine building (ballistic missiles 
and space vehicles – these ministries were called state committees during 
part of the Khrushchev period). Missile design and development was 
carried out separately in the design bureaux (OKB: Opytno Konstruktorskie 
Biuro). Unlike in Western defence industries, design and production were 
separate, although the leading missile design bureaux headed by Sergei 
Korolyev, Mikhail Yangel and Vladimir Chelomei were linked with specifi c 
missile production plants (the Progress Plant in Kuibyshev, the Yuzhmash 
plant in Dnepopetrovsk and the Khrunichev plant in Fili respectively). 
Projects were often initiated by the design bureaux themselves, but they 
usually collaborated with research institutes under the ministries. Two 
research institutes in particular played a key role in the development 
of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), the NII-88 in Kaliningrad 
near Moscow and the NII-4 MO (Scientifi c Research Institute-4 of the 
Ministry of Defence). The latter was a research institute of the Strategic 
Rocket Forces (RSVN) and coordinated its needs and requirements with 
the design and development of missiles. Although the design bureaux 
themselves initiated new projects, the military services initiated most of 
the requests for new or improved weapons systems. The General Staff 
played a key role in the weapons acquisition process. It did not usually 
initiate proposals for new weapons or give fi nal approval for them. 
Its role was rather to review all proposals, fi tting them in with overall 
procurement budgets and military policy, thus serving as a locus for the 
resolution of inter-service rivalry with regard to resource allocation.

During the cold war much of the academic literature refl ected the 
view that in the Soviet Union weapons innovation and defence decision-
making came from the top down, reacting to external forces, especially 
US initiatives, and that the rivalries between defence contractors, services 
and other vested interests were not relevant.1 More recent analyses show 
that the opposite was the case.2 Design bureaux had signifi cant infl uence 
on weapons programmes, and the kinds of technologies to be pursued. 
There was considerable competition between these bureaux, and before a 
production decision was taken, prototypes produced by various designers 
were tested and several options fulfi lling a certain mission requirement 
could be available. Given the requirement for a new weapon, the question 
of budgetary and materials allocation for its development of production 
thus arose in a climate where competition for resources was intense. 
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These issues were often resolved within the bureaucracy before a proposal 
reached the political leadership. Of course, at various times political 
leaders were proactive and interfered very directly in the decisions 
on weapons development, especially during the Khrushchev period. 
Moreover, in general the impact of US strategic capabilities on Soviet 
programmes is undeniable. But during the Brezhnev period the defence 
industries gained infl uence as a result of the technological challenges 
posed by the modernisation of strategic forces, the enormous resources 
lavished on the military-industrial complex and the weak leadership at 
the top that was easily swayed by internal lobbying. Consequently the 
defence industries managed to foist a range of different approaches to 
strategic arms development on a military that was rather reluctant to 
adopt all the various new complex weapons systems that were being 
developed, that were immensely diffi cult to manage and were based on 
confl icting approaches to nuclear strategy. 

It is clear that the military-industrial complex in the Soviet Union 
acquired an increasing share of economic resources, to such an extent 
that even the Soviet government itself lost sight of how much it spent 
on the military. Thus it was a major factor in the decline of the Soviet 
system. The political mechanisms which kept defence spending under 
control, especially in Europe but even in the United States, did not 
operate in the Soviet Union and after Khrushchev the political leadership 
was unable to rein it in. Strategic and tactical nuclear forces were only 
a small part of the problem, accounting for a mere 7 per cent and 4 per 
cent respectively of military spending in 1951–90.3 Many programmes 
became self-sustaining, as for example in the case of the air defence forces, 
which continued to be funded at a substantial level even after the bomber 
threat was replaced by the missile threat and the USA scaled down its air 
defence capabilities. The ‘action–reaction’ model therefore is insuffi cient 
to explain weapons programmes and force postures, which involved a 
complex web of competing vested interests and differing beliefs about 
the requirements of national security.

the beginning of  the strategic  nuc lear confrontat ion 

The fi rst nuclear detonation carried out by the United States on 16 July 
1945 and the subsequent bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki ushered 
in the nuclear age. As noted in Chapter 5, Stalin oversaw an all-out effort 
to develop the atomic bomb. The fi rst Soviet nuclear device was detonated 
on 29 August 1949 in Semipalatinsk, in Kazakhstan, and on 12 August 
1953 it tested a thermonuclear weapon.4 Despite enormous efforts Stalin 
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was unable to acquire the means to target the United States effectively. 
When he died in March 1953, the Soviet Union had less than a dozen 
bombs and the core of the long-range aviation force, the TU-4 bomber (a 
copy of the American B-29) did not have intercontinental range, whereas 
the United States could deliver 1,350 bombs at Soviet targets. During the 
1950s the United States acquired a large stockpile of nuclear warheads 
and a substantial fl eet of bombers of intercontinental range to reach 
targets in the USSR. The Soviet Union did put in place the infrastructure 
necessary for the mass production of nuclear weapons during the 
1950s, but continued to experience severe technical problems with the 
development of engines for aircraft to deliver them at intercontinental 
range. Instead of competing with the United States in the deployment of 
strategic bombers, Khrushchev sought to rapidly change the perception 
of the strategic balance by moving the Soviet Union into the missile 
age. American fears of the emerging strategic nuclear capabilities of the 
Soviet Union were dramatically heightened by the Soviet launch of the 
fi rst earth satellite (Sputnik) in October 1957, thus demonstrating to all 
the world that the Soviet Union possessed the technology to develop 
intercontinental ballistic missiles. 

The American reaction to Sputnik demonstrated the success of 
Khrushchev’s ploy. The United States had perceived itself as the nation 
leading technological development in the world, and thus the fact that 
the Soviets should be the fi rst in space was a severe blow. Moreover, 
it raised questions about the scale of the potential threat represented 
by the USSR and America’s readiness to meet it. Similar concerns were 
expressed in Europe. The truth of the matter was, of course, that US missile 
technology was already far in advance of Soviet technology and the USA 
could have launched a satellite if it had made a priority to do so.

The fi rst-generation ICBM, the R-7 (the SS-6) which had been designed 
by Korolyev offi cially entered service on 20 January 1960, but was never 
deployed in more than token numbers. The R-7 was successful as a space 
launch vehicle, but was plagued with technical diffi culties that made it 
unsuitable as a delivery vehicle for nuclear weapons – it used a highly 
unstable propellant which could not be stored (because Korolyev refused 
to use hypergolic fuels that could be stored at normal temperatures), 
making launching diffi cult and resulting in very low combat readiness. It 
took nearly 20 hours to prepare the missile for launch, and the maximum 
period for which it could be kept on alert was one day. Moreover, the 
guidance system, based on the German V-2, was not suitable for ranges of 
more than 160 miles. In order to achieve its projected accuracy of 5 miles 
from the target the position of the missile had to be tracked by ground 
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radars and its fl ight control system would receive course corrections 
by radio every 20 seconds until it reached it fi nal ballistic trajectory. 
Consequently the guidance system was subject to disruption by electronic 
interference. In addition to its technical weaknesses, the deployment 
costs (especially the cost of the launch complexes) was prohibitive.5 
For these reasons Khrushchev cancelled the construction of eight of the 
twelve launch pads at the R-7 base in Plesetsk, as well as those planned 
for other locations. Steven Zaloga suggests that another reason for the 
curtailment of the R-7 programme was the American U2 over-fl ights 
which meant that the location of the launch platforms could not be kept 
secret, rendering them vulnerable to pre-emptive attack by US bombers 
or ICBMs. By 1960 the Soviet Union had deployed a total of four ICBMs 
and 145 strategic bombers.6

The Yangel bureau, which proved itself with the development of 
intermediate range missiles such as the R-12 (SS-4), had been authorised in 
1956 to study the development of ICBMs with storable fuels. By January 
1958 the draft design of the fi rst second-generation ICBM, R-16 (SS-7) was 
presented. The missile was designed to be launched within 30 minutes 
and it would be based on above-ground launch pads, whose construction 
would cost considerably less than those for the R-7. In October 1960 there 
was to be a test of the prototype. As the result of an accident which caused 
the second stage to fi re, a massive explosion killed the fi rst commander 
of the Strategic Rocket Forces, Marshal Mitrofan Nedelin, and a number 
of top engineers from Yangel’s design team, although Yangel himself 
fortuitously escaped injury. After an accelerated programme of testing 
the missile fi nally entered service in 1962. 

Despite the successful demonstration of its technology by being the 
fi rst to test an ICBM and launch a satellite, the USSR fell very rapidly 
behind in the technological arms race. Whereas the Soviet focus on 
missile technology had in part been prompted by the technical problems 
associated with the development of bombers, the opposite was the case 
in the United States. The US Air Force (USAF), which became a separate 
service in 1947, opposed the development of ICBMs because it considered 
the strategic bomber as tried and tested technology that would improve 
even more in time and was a reliable platform to deliver nuclear weapons 
to targets in the Soviet Union. Atomic weapons were very heavy and 
the task of delivering one over thousands of miles seemed daunting, 
given that the trajectory of an intercontinental delivery vehicle would 
require it to rise up into space and re-enter the atmosphere. Even more 
important was the problem of accuracy; the V-2 had an average error of 
4 miles. If this was extrapolated to a distance of 3,000 miles, the average 
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error would be 60 miles. The scepticism was expressed by Vannevar Bush 
(one of the senior scientists in the US nuclear programme) who told the 
Senate Special Committee on Atomic Energy in 1945 when he stated his 
confi dence that no one would know how to develop an accurate missile 
of intercontinental range for some time to come.7

The strategic bomber therefore became the platform for massive 
retaliation, and the USAF obstructed the development of ICBMs until 
1954 when it became clear that long-range missiles were going to play an 
important role and that they should not become the preserve of the army. 
Even then a consensus took some time to emerge, as President Eisenhower 
himself stated in 1956 that he did not think much of ballistic missiles as 
weapons. Two missile systems were deployed in Europe, the USAF’s Thor 
missiles based in Britain under dual key control and the Army’s Jupiter 
in Turkey. The Jupiter was considerably more accurate than the Thor and 
was envisaged by the Army for tactical as well as strategic roles.8 Future 
developments in the strategic arms competition were analysed in two 
reports submitted to the National Security Council, the Killian Report 
(1955) and the Gaither Report (1957). The former highlighted the lack 
of early warning systems and the vulnerability of strategic bombers and 
envisaged the emergence of strategic stalemate that might be impervious 
to further technological breakthroughs. It recommended the development 
of sea-launched missile systems alongside land-based ballistic missiles. 
The Gaither Report took a more alarmist view about emerging Soviet 
missile capabilities and considered the development of early warning 
capabilities, defences against ICBMs and nationwide shelters to protect 
the population. It envisaged a continuing race between offence and 
defence through technological innovation.9

We can identify several factors that propelled the US ICBM programme, 
none of which were decisive by themselves, but which had a cumulative 
effect. The fi rst was the development of the hydrogen bomb, which 
permitted the miniaturisation of nuclear weapons, reducing the payload 
required. The second were the breakthroughs in inertial guidance and 
digital computing technology, that enabled the achievement of levels 
of accuracy acceptable for ‘countervalue’ attacks (and ‘counterforce’ 
missions later on). Other signifi cant technical breakthroughs were the 
development of gas-accentuated bearings for gyroscopes that enabled 
missiles to be on permanent alert and solid propellants which allowed 
for very rapid launch. The third was the emergence of the Soviet missile 
programme and the perception of a missile gap. Strategic bombers 
were too slow to respond to an impending missile attack and became 
increasingly vulnerable to air defences.
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As noted in Chapter 5, the missile gap turned out to be mythical. By 
1962 the total number of nuclear warheads the USSR could deliver to the 
continental United States remained below 300. In contrast the United 
States could deliver in excess of 3,000 weapons using strategic bombers, 
and had deployed 183 ICBMs (Atlas and Titan). In addition nine Polaris 
submarines were equipped with 144 missiles. The Atlas and Titan ICBMs 
were quickly abandoned in favour of the solid-fuelled Minuteman. For 
the Kennedy administration, the low cost of the missile envisaged to be 
produced in signifi cant numbers was an essential selling point. It was not 
only much smaller than its rivals, but its basing costs were so much lower 
than those of the larger liquid-fuelled ICBMs. By 1967 1,000 Minuteman 
and 54 Titan II missiles were deployed in underground silos.10 

Although the Soviet missile programme created a major impetus for 
the development and deployment of long-range strategic missiles on 
the part of the US, the direct impact of Soviet capabilities or strategic 
requirements is unclear. The number of American ICBMs expanded very 
rapidly while Soviet deployments proceeded at a comparatively leisurely 
pace, and terminated when the expansion of the Soviet arsenal was at 
its height. The structure of the US strategic arsenal developed in quite a 
different way from that of the Soviet Union. In part this can be explained 
by inter-service rivalry; the large strategic bomber force made the USAF 
the dominant service when it came to nuclear war. The Navy pursued 
the Polaris programme primarily because of the emerging centrality of 
ballistic missile capabilities, and being left out would reduce the Navy to 
a marginal role. The strategic concept underlying the Polaris force – which 
in 1957 was projected to consist of 45 boats with 29 at sea at any time 
– was incompatible with the operational plan of the USAF’s Strategic Air 
Command (SAC). Indeed, the coordinated, near simultaneous launch of 
all sea-based missiles located at distant places somewhere in the oceans 
was not feasible. Instead such a force would provide a more than adequate 
deterrent, capable of destroying all of the Soviet Union. Although the 
creation of such a substantial, invulnerable sea-based deterrent was later 
seen (especially by McNamara) as a signifi cant strategic asset, the debate 
over ICBM vulnerability in the late 1970s to early 1980s highlighted the 
differing attitudes towards the role of the sea-based deterrent. 

technology and nuc lear strategy

The Kennedy administration moved away from the nuclear strategy 
of the 1950s to espouse a strategy of multiple options that could be 
adjusted to the challenge that was being faced. This meant an initial 
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shift towards an explicit counterforce strategy, and the attack on Soviet 
strategic nuclear forces and related targets was the fi rst of the fi ve main 
options contained in the single integrated operational plan (SIOP). The 
USAF enthusiastically embraced the shift towards counterforce and city 
avoidance (giving rise to the fear that they were seeking a fi rst-strike 
capability), partly in order to make its case for a new manned bomber, the 
B-70. The Minuteman ICBM was seen as a very effective weapon to attack 
cities, but too inaccurate and with a warhead lacking suffi cient yield (0.4 
megatons) for counterforce missions, especially when the Soviets began 
to deploy their missiles in hardened silos in 1963. The only missile in 
the US considered suitable for the counterforce role, the Titan II with 
a 9 megaton warhead and accurate to two-thirds of a nautical mile, 
was curtailed after limited deployment. The requirement for accuracy 
and counterforce capabilities was central to the United States Air Force 
Basic Doctrine of 1964. Since McNamara stopped the B-70 programme, 
the USAF had little choice but to apply its requirements to the ICBM 
programme. Still, the technical characteristics of the ICBM force the 
USA acquired in the 1960s was not considered to provide the capability 
to implement the strategic doctrine that was supposed to form the basis 
for operational planning. This situation drove the USAF to demand the 
highest level of accuracy possible for the successor to the Minuteman. 
The Minuteman II fi rst deployed in 1966 had a higher yield warhead (1.2 
megatons) and a circular error probable (CEP) of 0.26 nautical miles, with 
a much higher probability of destroying a Soviet missile silo. Ironically 
by this time the administration emphasised ‘mutual assured destruction’ 
and moved away from the notion of city avoidance and the stress on 
counterforce capabilities.11

Soviet nuclear strategy in the 1950s, which was developed in the 
context of an American commitment to ‘massive retaliation’, was 
preoccupied with the threat of an American surprise attack, especially 
from forward-based bombers and missiles in Europe. The establishment 
of the Strategic Rocket Forces in 1959 was accompanied by a revision in 
Soviet military doctrine announced by Khrushchev. In a speech before 
the Supreme Soviet in January 1960, the Soviet leader emphasised the 
irrelevance of conventional forces, placing a greater emphasis on the 
USSR’s nuclear arsenal. Soviet military strategists envisaged a massive 
missile attack requiring virtually all forces in order to be successful, 
and since it appears unlikely that they were envisaging strikes at empty 
missile sites or bomber bases, this would point in the direction of pre-
emption.12 Pre-emption is, however, a technologically demanding 
strategy, requiring an effective counterforce capability. The alternative, 
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launch-on-warning, is technically even more demanding, since it requires 
an effi cient capability to detect the launch of nuclear missiles, an ICBM 
force with effective counterforce capabilities to eliminate the remaining 
enemy nuclear forces and the capability to have a large percentage of 
the force on a high alert status for the duration of a crisis at least, but 
perhaps over longer periods. The missiles must be designed so that they 
can be launched at very short notice.

The most signifi cant constraints for operational planning in the early 
1960s were most likely those imposed by early warning capabilities. The 
fi rst Soviet early warning satellite was launched in 1967 (Kosmos 159), but 
even partial operational status for a satellite-based early warning system 
was not achieved until 1977. In the absence of Over-the-Horizon radar 
technology, warning time of an American missile attack would be very 
short – of the order of 10 minutes. During the mid- to late 1960s the Soviet 
primary early warning system consisted of two so-called Hen House radars 
north of Moscow. By 1970 a larger network consisting of seven such radars 
were deployed or under construction in the vicinity of Moscow, on the 
Baltic coast, the Kola Peninsula, near the Black Sea and in the southern 
part of the Soviet Union. The ballistic missile radars came on line as a 
fully integrated early warning system with links to the top leadership 
in 1971. This system would have provided tactical warning of an attack 
by US ICBMs of a maximum of 17 minutes (assuming the performance 
capabilities of US early warning radar systems), and much less of course 
of SLBMs launched from submarines closer to Soviet territory.13 

The R-16 (SS-7) and R9 (SS-8) could not be launched in less than 20 
minutes even if they were fuelled (the R-9 was Korolyev’s second attempt 
at designing an ICBM, using the same fuel technology as the R-7) in 
anticipation of an attack. In practice, a launch-on-warning was not 
feasible, since the decision-times were too short. Under normal peacetime 
conditions, the level of alert of Soviet strategic forces was very low. For 
example, until the late 1960s nuclear warheads for strategic and tactical 
nuclear weapons were kept at storage depots some distance away from the 
delivery platforms. In order for a missile launch to occur, the warheads 
would have to be mated to the missiles. After having been armed, the 
missiles needed to be warmed for several hours. After that, there were 
further time-consuming preparations required.14 Furthermore, as Berman 
and Baker have pointed out, this problem could not easily be overcome 
by having a large number of missiles on alert in a period of crisis:

[The] USSR’s inability to maintain, without great expense, a large 
number of missiles on combat alert arose from the fact that the 
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gyroscope in its guidance systems – necessary to induce stability in 
the missile – rotated on metal ball bearings, not on the gas-actuated 
bearings found on U.S. missile systems. The guidance system thus 
needed some time to warm up before a missile could be launched. 
And in any sustained period of holding a missile ready for immediate 
launching, the entire guidance system would fail because the ball 
bearings, which were mass produced to less than perfect tolerances, 
would fail under such continuing stress. If guidance systems could not 
be held on alert for more than 12 hours, and 10% of a force of ICBMs 
had to be put on alert each day, 20% of the guidance systems would 
have to be replaced on the fi rst day and the entire force of ICBMs 
would be incapacitated after fi ve days. Clearly, as its reliance on ICBMs 
increased, the USSR could not afford lengthy alert rates.15

In addition, missiles could not remain fuelled for more than 30 days. 
Indeed, a realistic appraisal must have led to the conclusion that the lack 
of early warning facilities and other technical problems might force the 
adoption of operational plans based on pre-emptive or even preventive 
strikes, in light of the vulnerability of Soviet ICBMs at the time. It was 
not until 1963 that the fi rst missile silos became operational in the 
Soviet Union (the deployment of the R-16 in silos required the missile 
to be modifi ed).

The shift in American defence policy in 1961 announced by the 
Kennedy administration and the resultant strategic missile programmes 
involving the Polaris SLBM and the fi xed site Minuteman ICBM force 
changed Soviet targeting requirements. Kennedy’s March 1961 speech 
projected the deployment of 600 Minuteman and this number was nearly 
doubled in his FY 1963 budget speech. The Minuteman were deployed 
in hardened silos from the outset and therefore required a hard-target 
kill capability which could only be achieved with much greater accuracy 
and a much larger number of missiles. The R-36 (SS-9), a successor to 
Yangel’s R-16, was designed specifi cally to destroy US ICBM deployment 
areas.16 Although it was the most accurate ICBM so far developed by the 
Soviet Union, and as a high yield weapon (maximum yield 18 megatons) 
was in principle suitable to attack hard targets, its large size meant that 
it could not be produced in large numbers rapidly enough to pose an 
effective counter against the emerging Minuteman force. It is believed to 
have been targeted principally at command and control facilities, and 
Minuteman launch control centres in particular.17

The main role in countering the large number of American Minuteman 
missiles was therefore given to the UR-100 (SS-11) designed by Chelomei’s 
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OKB. It was more comparable to the Minuteman in size and payload. The 
R-36 was deployed at a constant rate of 42 missiles per year, levelling 
off at a total of 288 missiles, while 720 UR-100 (SS-11) ICBMs had been 
deployed by 1970; both missiles were deployed in hardened silos.18 It is 
therefore apparent that the force posture which emerged by the end of 
the 1960s was geared to make a launch-on-warning policy operationally 
feasible. The trend towards launch-on-warning was confi rmed by the 
scenario developed in a Soviet manual, Design and Testing of Ballistic 
Missiles by V.I. Varfolomeyev and M.I. Kopytov, where the United States 
strikes fi rst. The fi rst Soviet missile strike is a launch-on-warning. The 
manual also indicates a preference to launch as many ICBMs as possible 
during the fi rst launch because of the threat to ICBM survivability 
by a coordinated American fi rst-strike.19 However, the capabilities to 
implement launch-on-warning did not exist at that time. In a study by 
the Yangel design bureau and the main research institute of the industry, 
TsNII-Mash, the doctrine of a pre-emptive strike which was favoured by 
Soviet military leaders was criticised because it contradicted the policy of 
the state never to use nuclear weapons fi rst and was unlikely to prevent a 
massive American counter-strike. The study ruled out launch-on-warning 
as infeasible and recommended a doctrine of restraint, which was based 
on the concept of riding out an American attack. This would require 
Soviet strategic forces to have an assured second-strike capability and 
thus silos needed to be hardened; in view of increased accuracy the 
ICBM force would ultimately have to be mobile. Ustinov and therefore 
Brezhnev came out in favour of this approach, that was fi ercely resisted 
by the Strategic Rocket Forces. It was not until the 1980s that launch-
on-warning became feasible in principle.20

The issue of strategic defence was very controversial in the United 
States. Especially among Republicans who objected to the acceptance 
of strategic vulnerability there was strong support for ballistic missile 
defence. McNamara’s preoccupation with constructing a stable strategic 
relationship with the Soviet Union was based on mutual assured 
destruction. Consequently the preservation of a secure second-strike 
capability became the main objective of strategic arms policy. ABMs 
would destabilise the strategic balance. The announcement by McNamara 
of plans for the deployment of the Sentinel system to provide an area 
defence against Chinese ICBMs was a classic case of bureaucratic politics, 
given that this was clearly a defence system without any signifi cant 
capability against a threat that was yet to emerge. McNamara was under 
considerable pressure from Congress with regard to ballistic missile 
defence. The USAF was not keen on strategic defence (as opposed to new 
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offensive systems), while the Navy and Army wanted an area defence 
system that would require a lot of investment and was not designed to 
protect the assets of the Air Force. The administration was practically 
forced to adopt an ABM system, so the outcome was a system designed 
to address the political pressures without abandoning the core objective 
of preserving strategic stability.21 Similar considerations would shape the 
Clinton administration’s programme for national missile defence in the 
1990s under different circumstances. The Nixon administration decided 
to deploy Safeguard instead, a system that under the terms of the ABM 
Treaty was designed as a hard point defence to protect ICBMs. Such a 
system was more compatible with the notion of assured destruction as 
it was designed to protect a second-strike capability. Still, the continuing 
technical advantage of the offence over the defence resulted in the 
dismantlement of the Safeguard system soon after it was constructed.

the strategic  bui ld-up of  the 1970s

The technological innovations in missile technologies in the late 1960s 
had a profound impact on the course of the strategic competition 
between the superpowers. The key factors were continuing advances 
in nuclear warhead technology (improvements in the weight to yield 
ratio), advances in inertial guidance resulting in signifi cant increases 
in accuracy, and the technology of multiple independently-targetable 
re-entry vehicles (MIRV). All of these were embodied in the Minuteman 
III and they completely undermined the central purpose of SALT by 
permitting a substantial expansion of warheads even when the number 
of launchers remained fi xed and were accompanied by a shift away from 
‘mutual assured destruction’. Initially there was opposition in the USAF 
to the substitution of a larger warhead with several smaller ones, partly 
because it weakened the argument for more missiles and might take 
resources away from the development of manned bombers. However, the 
existence of a signifi cant new development programme, the potential 
for increasing the counterforce target list that required precise surgical 
strikes and the increased capacity of MIRVed missiles to penetrate ballistic 
missile defences won the day.22

The strategic debate in the Nixon administration was based on two 
contradictory developments: On the one hand, the loss of strategic 
superiority over the Soviet Union raised doubts about extended deterrence, 
on the other the development of new technological capabilities made 
the kind of fl exible options considered during the McNamara period a 
more realistic possibility. Defense Secretary James Schlesinger was an 
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ardent defender of ‘war-fi ghting’ strategies and counterforce capabilities. 
His doctrine of limit options which was embodied in the SIOP offered a 
menu of options in response to Soviet aggression, from the use of tactical 
nuclear forces to selective strategic strikes to an all-out strategic exchange 
as a fi nal resort.23 Thus the commitment to precision guidance and giving 
priority to military targets (especially nuclear assets) had become deeply 
entrenched at every level in the US military-industrial establishment.24 
The network of long-range radars and satellites for the detection of missile 
launches and nuclear detonations as well as the command and control 
system meant that all the elements of a ‘launch-on-warning’ or ‘launch-
under-attack’ posture were in place.

The same technical trends could be observed in the development 
of the Soviet arsenal. The third generation of Soviet ICBMs, consisting 
mostly of the UR-100N (SS-19) with (360 missiles deployed) and the 
heavy R-36M (SS-18) (308 missiles, mostly deployed in an eight to ten 
warhead confi guration)25 gave the Soviet Union a substantial counterforce 
capability against the United States and thus radically transformed the 
Soviet strategic nuclear force posture. The UR-100N was developed by 
the Chelomei OKB and initially suffered from a design fl aw that caused 
resonance oscillation in the missile’s airframe after launch. This fault was 
only discovered after missiles had already been deployed in substantial 
numbers but was eventually corrected. The missile was highly accurate 
with a CEP (circular error probable) of 340 metres. The R-36M (SS-18) 
had a CEP of 430 metres. Key advances were made in fuel technology 
(allowing the MR-UR-100 (SS-17) and R-36M (SS-18) to be cold-launched), 
guidance systems (putting ICBM silos in the continental USA in reach 
of the UR-100N and the R-36M), and the development of MIRVs, which 
allowed a large expansion of the number of warheads deployed while 
keeping the number of launchers fi xed as provided for by the SALT I 
agreement. The mid-1970s also saw the deployment of Soviet SLBMs of 
intercontinental range.26

It is important to note, however, that by comparison with US strategic 
forces, the Soviet ICBM force still suffered from signifi cant technological 
disadvantages. Although the storable fuels used for the propulsion 
systems allowed the missiles to be launched within a very short period 
(4–8 minutes), it would have been preferable to use solid fuels which 
allow launch at the turn of a key and also deliver more power for a 
given volume. Two early solid-fuel ICBM designs, the RT-2 (SS-13) and 
the Temp-2-S (SS-16), were not very successful. The RT-2 was deployed 
in small numbers and the Temp-2-S not at all (although a two-stage 
version later became the intermediate range Pioneer (SS-20)). Soviet missile 
production complexes had diffi culty with solid fuel technology. Another 
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constraint on the use of solid fuels was the fact that because of their 
uneven rate of burn solid fuels require the missile to be equipped with a 
highly accurate inertial guidance system. However, the Soviets still had 
considerable problems with their guidance systems and therefore found 
it necessary to rely on liquid fuels.27

The structure of the Soviet third-generation ICBM force (including the 
surviving elements of the second generation) was such that it provided a 
versatile capability against a whole range of targets, including civilian and 
economic targets. It is quite evident nonetheless that the R-36M (SS-18) 
and UR-100N (SS-19) force was clearly designed to provide the capability to 
attack Minuteman silos. Apart from Minuteman silos, hardened command 
and control centres were also likely targets for this force. Important soft 
targets in the continental United States, such as strategic bomber fi elds, 
military headquarters and countervalue targets could be handled by 
single-warhead MR-UR-100 (SS-17) and UR-100N (SS-19) missiles. The 
UR-100 (SS-11) and the R-36M (SS-18) were also suitable for attacking 
long-range naval targets. The strategic force posture achieved by the end 
of the 1970s was in essence the partial achievement of capabilities which 
Soviet spokesmen claimed they possessed during the 1960s. In line with 
the new Soviet thinking that in the event of war the escalation to the 
strategic nuclear level ought to be avoided, it was essentially a posture of 
deterrence designed to guarantee an effective second-strike capability in 
order to sanctuarise Soviet territory. Thus we see an emphasis on reducing 
the vulnerability of ICBMs by hardening of silos and developing reload 
facilities for cold-launched missiles, increasing rapid launch capabilities, 
and early warning facilities. In continuity with Soviet military thought 
since the Second World War, the primary orientation of Soviet targeting 
was counter-military.28 

i cbm vulnerabi l i ty and the 
rebirth of  bal l ist i c  miss i le  debate 

During the 1970s ICBM vulnerability emerged as a key issue both in 
the United States and the Soviet Union as a result of the deployment of 
MIRVed ICBMs. The American fi fth-generation ICBM, initially called MX 
and later dubbed Peacekeeper, was the culmination of the technological 
trends in the developments of strategic missiles in the USA. It had much 
greater throw-weight than the Minuteman which was light by comparison 
with Soviet missiles, was by far the most accurate missile yet and carried 
ten warheads. It was the ultimate counterforce weapon with a time-urgent 
hard-target kill capability that had no rivals. But the requirements for 
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the MX were formulated at a time when mutual assured destruction 
and arms control dominated the strategic agenda. Ironically the weapon 
characterised by the Soviets as a fi rst-strike weapon was advocated in 
terms of the provision of an assured second-strike capability. Alternatively 
the MX could have served as a bargaining chip in arms control. In the 
late 1970s, when the ‘Committee on the Present Danger’ (a conservative 
pressure group) warned against the Soviet threat of a fi rst strike against 
ICBM silos that would eliminate US counterforce capabilities, the 
MX was advocated as the basis for a secure second-strike time-urgent 
counterforce weapon.29

The MX was not, however, intrinsically less vulnerable than the 
Minuteman III, so the public debate about this system focused on its 
basing mode. No politically acceptable solution to the problem of 
vulnerability could be found, however, so in the end a small force of 
MX (Peacekeeper) was deployed in silos. Despite the concerns about 
the ‘window of vulnerability’, however, this issue was less serious for 
the United States because its substantial and technically advanced sea-
based deterrent gave it a secure second-strike retaliatory force. What the 
history of the development of the Minuteman and Peacekeeper missiles 
demonstrates is that the characteristics and capabilities of these weapons 
systems were partly due to dynamics of technical progress, and defi ned 
by the interaction between the armed forces, technological institutions 
and defence corporations. The political institutions seem to have had less 
impact, and often the outcome defi ed the initial preferences of political 
actors or even the leadership of the armed forces.

The structure of the Soviet strategic arsenal was quite different from 
that of the United States. By 1980 the Soviet Union had deployed 522 
submarine-launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs) in a strategic mode. This 
represented less than 20 per cent of all strategic warheads deployed by 
the Soviet Union, whereas the United States had then more than 50 per 
cent of all its warheads deployed on SLBMs. A number of explanations 
have been advanced for this fundamental asymmetry in the strategic force 
postures. First of all, there is a greater naval tradition in the United States, 
whereas the Soviet Union was more of a continental power and emerged 
only recently as a global sea power. It is also evident that the Soviets had 
great diffi culties in mastering the technologies required for submarine 
basing. There was a great asymmetry in submarine vulnerability – the 
less-sophisticated Soviet submarines were vulnerable to the extensive US 
anti-submarine warfare (ASW) network. On the other hand, the Soviets 
did not have the technical capabilities to locate and track the missile-
carrying US submarines on station at any period of time. The peacetime 
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deployment rate for Soviet submarines was very low (of the order of 15 
per cent of submarines were on station at any given time, compared 
with 55 per cent of the US fl eet). The Soviets were also concerned about 
the command and control problems posed by submarines, including 
the dangers of unauthorised launch. One can therefore discern a whole 
nexus of problems which explain the Soviet bias for ICBMs.

The fi fth generation of Soviet ICBMs which emerged in the 1980s 
constituted an important step forward towards a truly modern missile 
force measured by the standards of American technology. The fi rst 
successful solid-fuelled missile deployed by the Soviet Union was the 
intermediate-range SS-20 (or Pioneer). Both the SS-24 (RT-23UTTH) and 
the SS-25 (Topol) were solid-fuelled, thus enabling the quick alert rate 
and mobility which can only be achieved with the use of solid fuels. It 
is also clear that the Soviets had made important advances in inertial 
guidance systems. The accuracy of the SS-24 and SS-25 were 200 metres 
CEP – slightly better than that of the most accurate Minuteman III 
(220 m CEP), but not in the same class as the American MX Peacekeeper 
missile (100 m CEP).30 The SS-24 was essentially the Soviet equivalent 
of the MX. Its throw-weight was slightly higher than that of the 
MX, and like the MX it carried ten MIRVed warheads. The yield of 
the warheads for the RT-23UTTH (SS-24) was 100 kilotons. A total of 
89 were deployed both in silos, and in a rail-mobile mode with the 
Soviet view to ensure invulnerability through mobility. The SS-25 was a 
single-warhead missile deployed in silos or in a road-mobile mode and 
was the Soviet counterpart to the American Midgetman missile. (The 
Midgetman missile, however, was never fully developed.) Deployment 
began in 1985. 

The general trends discerned in the Soviet strategic force posture as it 
emerged in the 1980s can be summarised as follows: 

• Increasing progress in the mastery of the complex fuel and guidance 
technologies

• Reducing ICBM vulnerability through mobility
• The emergence of a genuine ‘triad’ of strategic nuclear forces with 

the development of a genuine intercontinental range bomber with 
air-launched cruise missiles (ALCMs) and a modern long-range 
SLBM force in addition to the land-based missiles.

All of these advances appeared to be threatened, however, by the 
announcement of SDI by Reagan in 1983, a new large-scale programme 
to build strategic defences and render nuclear weapons irrelevant. The 
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Soviet response went through two phases. At fi rst SDI was considered as 
part of an effort to change the strategic balance and acquire a fi rst-strike 
capability, and after Gorbachev came to power all his efforts in arms 
control were directed at defeating SDI. Eventually Soviet military leaders 
recognised that SDI was unlikely to affect Soviet strategic capabilities for 
some time to come. As Defence Minister Yazov stated in a meeting with 
the Polish leader, Jaruzelski, the threat was not from SDI, but from the 
application of new technologies to other military capabilities. 

conc lus ions

The military dimension of the cold war was characterised by rapid 
technological advances that completely revolutionised warfare. A closer 
analysis of technological innovation and the development of the key 
technologies associated with strategic nuclear weapons systems confi rms 
the consensus that the United States was usually the fi rst to develop key 
technologies and apply them successfully to weapons systems. The list 
includes missile fuel technologies, guidance systems, satellite technology, 
radars and submarine propulsion. Although Soviet technology was usually 
a generation behind that of the USA, the USSR eventually mastered the key 
technologies needed to develop time-urgent hard-target strike capabilities 
and rival the American arsenal in quantity and to a signifi cant extent 
in quality. It was in the area of conventional forces where a signifi cant 
technological gap opened up in the 1980s that the Soviet Union had no 
hope of bridging.

Nevertheless, it could not be said that by the time the Warsaw Pact 
was dissolved that the Soviet Union had lost the military competition 
with the United States so that it could no longer defend its empire. The 
opposite was the case; there was a suffi cient mix of conventional and 
nuclear weapons to deter an attack. Indeed, the possession of nuclear 
weapons did substantially resolve the problem of external security. If 
the ‘security dilemma’ had been the source of East–West tension, then 
the cold war should have ended with the acquisition of large nuclear 
arsenals. But the perpetuation of the East–West confl ict (albeit in a 
manner which did not allow it to get out of control) was necessary for the 
Soviet power elites to preserve their own legitimacy and existence. The 
military-industrial complex grew to such an extent that the continued 
development of military technology and acquisition of weapons systems 
was central to the vested interests of a substantial portion of the societal 
and industrial elite. There is no doubt that the economic decline of 
the Soviet Union that contributed to the motivation for reform in the 
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Gorbachev period which led to the end of the cold war and the Soviet 
Union itself was in signifi cant part due to the scale of resources devoted 
to military purposes. 
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8
in te l l igence

richard a ldr ich 

In 1984, two leading scholars of international history, Christopher Andrew 
and David Dilks, described intelligence as the ‘missing dimension’ of most 
international history. They also argued that it should not be so, since 
persistent research in this area could uncover more reliable documentation 
than most people thought.1 Almost two decades later, in the spring of 
2002, the UK’s Public Record Offi ce launched a conference with the 
express purpose of re-evaluating the state of the study of intelligence. A 
range of scholars re-examined the ‘missing dimension’ and concluded 
that the subject of intelligence had largely been ‘recovered’, at least in 
the sense that it was no longer absent from the wider study of diplomacy 
and military affairs.2 This reflected both an exponential growth of 
academic interest in the subject, and also the large-scale release of new 
documentation. Certainly, by 2002, few intelligence documents relating 
to the First or the Second World War remained closed to public inspection 
in Western archives.3 However, the current state of the history of cold war 
intelligence is rather more uneven. Certain types of documentation have 
been released, but the majority of cold war intelligence material remains 
classifi ed. More importantly perhaps, some intelligence issues have been 
integrated into the mainstream of academic writing on the cold war, but 
other aspects remain, at best ‘semi-detached’, receiving attention only 
from intelligence specialists.4 While intelligence is certainly no longer 
‘the missing dimension’, it perhaps remains the ‘elusive dimension’.5 

There are four reasons why the work of the intelligence services 
remains unevenly explored and imperfectly connected to the body of 
‘normal’ cold war history. First, it has proved to be rather easier to write 
institutional histories of the particular intelligence services during the 
cold war than to show how intelligence connected with the business of 
policy-making. The challenge is demonstrating how, and how far, the 
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work of the intelligence services made a difference, something which 
Robin Winks once usefully defi ned as the ‘so what?’ question.6 Indeed, 
much of the writing on cold war intelligence might be divided into 
institutionalist history and contextualist history. Histories of particular 
institutions are plentiful.7 By contrast, contextualist history which 
shows how intelligence impacted upon broader policy remains hard to 
fi nd.8 This is hardly surprising. Only a minority of intelligence offi cers 
interacted with the policy-makers and few policy-makers have recorded 
in detail how intelligence affected their work-a-day activities, either in 
their policy records or in their memoirs. Intelligence material is being 
declassifi ed, indeed estimates have been released in great volumes, but 
precise documentation showing how this material affected policy is 
depressingly rare. More importantly, signals intelligence and satellite 
photography, the forms of intelligence that probably had the strongest 
impact on high level policy, remain the most highly classifi ed. Until 
this changes there seems little chance of connecting up intelligence and 
policy in a really satisfactory way.9

Second, the work of the intelligence services varied greatly in its 
visibility. Intelligence gathering was a largely passive activity and was 
therefore easy to hide. Moreover, intelligence agencies that focused on 
human assets have continued to work vigorously to protect the identity 
of their agents. They know that a reputation for extreme secrecy with 
regard to the past will be helpful with recruitment in the future. By 
contrast, some of the other activities undertaken by intelligence agencies, 
especially covert action or special operations, which involved attempts 
to infl uence or shape the world were remarkably ‘noisy’. Indeed, some 
covert actions were almost impossible to hide. Western aid to the 
Mujahadin in Afghanistan in the later 1980s was publicised even when 
it was still in progress. Accordingly, while we are still in the dark about 
much intelligence gathering – especially signals intelligence – many cold 
war covert actions have been identifi ed and some have been quite well 
integrated into cold war history.10

This overlaps with a third explanation. The activities of the intelligence 
services, especially covert actions, seem to have interested students of 
the cold war in the Third World much more than elsewhere. This has 
sometimes gone hand in hand with a broadly critical outlook on the 
part of historians of the Southern hemisphere, many of whom have seen 
the activities of intelligence services (particularly those of the West) as 
the ‘hidden hand’ of a broader agenda of hegemony and dependency. 
Some writers have sought to use examples of covert action to suggest 
that the focus of the major powers was as much about North–South 
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relations and the promotion of a liberal economic agenda, as it was 
about East–West rivalry. Whatever one’s interpretative lens, there can 
be little doubt that at some point in the 1950s there was a deliberate 
shift in intelligence activity, and indeed cold war strategy as a whole 
towards the Third World.11 It was not just that the Bandung Conference 
of 1955 illuminated the growing importance of these new states in the 
international system. It was also that underdeveloped countries seemed 
to offer the intelligence services more scope for success than the ‘frozen 
front’ of cold war Europe, where agent running and ‘listening in’ was 
proving hard work against improved security measures.

Finally, our understanding is uneven because we continue to know 
much less about Soviet intelligence than we do about the West. There 
have been fortuitous insights here, notably in the early 1990s when 
some authors charmed their way into KGB archives with the assistance of 
Russian co-writers. In addition, redacted versions of Venona signals traffi c 
have been released. Most helpfully a number of former KGB offi cers have 
tried to set out the record of their organisation and one in particular, Vasili 
Mitrokhin, brought with him extensive notes from the archives.12 Some 
East and Central European states have opened their domestic security 
archives.13 However, we still know much less about Moscow than we do 
about Washington and if anything that imbalance is becoming greater by 
the year. In particular we know very little about how Soviet intelligence, 
often very good intelligence from well-placed human sources, impacted 
on policy-making in Moscow.14

Overall, cold war intelligence services present a complex picture that 
varies both geographically and functionally. At one end of the spectrum 
our understanding of covert action in the Third World is not only 
extensive, it has also been thoroughly integrated into the wider history 
of the cold war. By contrast, our understanding of how intelligence 
impacted upon policy, and especially how signals intelligence impacted 
on East–West relations during key events, such as the Berlin crisis of 
1958–61 or the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, remains minimal. 
This uneven picture is also perhaps a legacy of different styles of policy-
making. For some countries, like Britain, intelligence was closely woven 
into the fabric of the core executive, but for countries like France and 
Germany, the intelligence services remained somewhat on the periphery 
of government. In the United States, the intelligence services gradually 
drew alongside the policy-making agencies, at times making policy in 
their own right. The intelligence services in Moscow also had a tendency 
to become over-mighty subjects, but exactly how the Soviet machine 
worked remains largely opaque. 
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covert  act ion

Covert action or, in British parlance, ‘special operations’ is now well 
understood. From the mid-1950s, both the CIA and the KGB devoted 
considerable attention to covert action. It has been persuasively argued 
that this was a manifestation of ‘muscle-bound superpowers’, capable of 
fantastic destruction, yet reduced to near impotence through the logic 
of deterrence. As many have observed, the more frustrated Washington 
felt about being unable to turn its military power into foreign policy 
advantage, the more it resorted to covert action. In other words the 
relatively stable military balance that developed during the 1950s 
rendered ‘backdoor’ advantage through coups or wars of liberation 
increasingly attractive. 

The fi rst 25 years of the cold war represented the ‘Golden Age’ of 
covert action. In the United States this trend was perhaps reinforced by a 
strong paramilitary culture inherited from the wartime Offi ce of Strategic 
Services. The CIA acquired its own air-force in the early 1950s and this 
process reached its apogee with semi-secret armies in areas like Thailand, 
Laos and Tibet during the late 1960s. Thereafter, American enthusiasm for 
covert action began to oscillate. During the 1970s covert action was reined 
in as a direct result of the Church Committee Congressional hearings and 
a general collapse in American confi dence that followed the Watergate 
scandal, the ‘oil shock’ of 1973 and defeat in Vietnam. Covert action was 
much frowned upon by Stansfi eld Turner, Jimmy Carter’s DCI (Director 
of Central Intelligence), and had become a dying art form by the late 
1970s. However, in the early 1980s it was revived under Ronald Reagan 
who had pledged, even on the electoral hustings, to ‘unleash the CIA’. It 
was not long before Reagan’s entourage were embroiled in Iran–Contra 
and a further wave of Congressional restrictions followed. One of the 
reasons that we understand this area reasonably well is that the ‘diet and 
binge’ nature of American covert action, punctuated by offi cial inquiries, 
has revealed much to historians. Underpinning this curious oscillation 
is the eternal battle between Congress and the White House for control 
of foreign policy generally and war-making in particular. This aspect 
has been succinctly characterised by John Prados who has characterised 
covert action as ‘the President’s secret wars’.15

CIA covert actions in the Third World have not always presented 
an edifying spectacle. During 1953, the British and Americans worked 
together to overthrow the left-leaning Premier of Iran, Dr Mohammed 
Mossadeq, and to restore the exiled Shah, thereby toppling a popular 
nationalist regime in favour of a cowardly fi gure who they themselves 
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referred to sarcastically as ‘Boy Scout’. The Shah feared the foreign secret 
services that sponsored him almost as much as he feared his political 
opponents. Too afraid to partake in the coup, he hid in a luxury hotel 
in Italy until he was called forward to assume power. However, he 
received a lesson in the potential importance of secret services and once 
in place, the hallmark of his regime was the prominence of SAVAK, his 
uncompromising security police.16 

The following year a further coup in Guatemala displaced the popular 
Arbenz government. The debate continues as to whether the allegiances 
of Jacobo Arbenz were socialist or communist; however, new evidence 
seems to suggest that in both Iran and Guatemala, American policy 
was driven more by security concerns than by economic interest. Both 
coups revealed to Washington that remarkably little covert activity was 
required to overthrow governments. Arbenz fell because Guatemala’s 
army refused to fi ght a battle that they would have undoubtedly won, 
given that the US-backed opposition forces were minuscule. By the mid-
1950s covert action seemed an increasingly attractive instrument for 
handling awkward situations in the Third World, especially for applying 
pressure to troublesome neutrals. Sometimes the purpose of operations 
was coercion rather than complete regime change, as in the case of 
Indonesia in 1958.17

It is now clear that both Britain and the United States were willing 
to eliminate some of their opponents in the Third World. Particularly 
eye-catching have been the declassifi ed documents relating to American 
operations to assassinate Castro – no less than 13 attempts in all. Although 
this is not news – the Church Committee hearings of the 1970s gave us 
the story in outline – the detailed material is startling. Some attempts were 
farcical and involved poison tablets that were initially tested on monkeys 
and which were hopefully destined for Castro. Other efforts involved a 
fountain pen designed to inject poison. Agents were sent to Cuba with 
this material, but who, if anyone, encountered this nasty material remains 
unclear. Further ineffectual efforts continued under Kennedy.18 

Britain was not inactive, attempting to liquidate the leaders of 
insurgencies in Malaya and then Cyprus during the 1950s. Eden 
reportedly called for Nasser’s extermination on an open telephone line 
while Macmillan’s circle expressed themselves about Nasser in only 
slightly more guarded terms.19 Perhaps the best-documented example 
is an Anglo-American planning document for a 1957 coup in Syria, 
codenamed ‘Operation Straggle’. Recently uncovered by Matthew Jones 
in the papers of the British Minister of Defence, Duncan Sandys, its 
language is uncompromising:
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In order to facilitate the action of the liberative (sic) forces, reduce 
the capabilities of the Syrian regime to organize and direct its military 
actions, to hold losses and destruction to a minimum, and to bring 
about desired results in the shortest possibly time, a special effort should 
be made to eliminate certain key individuals. Their removal should be 
accomplished early in the course of the uprising and intervention and 
in the light of circumstances existing at the time. Those who should 
be eliminated are Sarraj, Bizri and Khalid Bakdash.20

Materials of this kind do not surface often, but arguably when they do, 
they reveal much about the texture of British and American policy in 
the Middle East.

Unsurprisingly, some of those writers who have examined CIA or SIS 
covert action in the Third World have often adopted a ‘New Revisionist’ 
perspective. While few writers have judged covert action in the Third 
World to be a success, the critique ranges widely from those with an 
area studies perspective who have particular issues about a country they 
have studied closely, such as Iran,21 to those who wish to portray covert 
action as a generally mendacious style of interaction with the Southern 
hemisphere.22 Some of this writing can be a little shrill. However, some 
of the more persuasive critiques have focused on the manner in which 
the intelligence services have supplied large quantities of light weapons 
to preferred factions in many parts of the world.23 The lingering question 
is, once a country like Angola or Afghanistan had been subverted or 
destabilised, how was it to be re-stabilised? A number of countries in 
Asia and Africa are still struggling with this question.24

‘New Revisionism’ has also characterised important work on covert 
action in Western Europe and North America. In 1999 Frances Stonor 
Saunders published Who Paid the Piper?, a path-breaking account of the 
CIA’s cultural warfare programme. Although revisiting a subject that was 
already known to some specialists, the new details about the funding of 
Western intellectuals and artists through CIA fronts were compelling. 
Saunders painted a remarkable picture of a shadowy battle between East 
and West that extended to ballet, music and science. Although Saunders’ 
view of a puppet-master relationship between the intelligence services 
and their protégés is now contested by most historians, her work remains 
infl uential. Cultural historians have since been extremely active in 
unravelling the detail of such activities by both the CIA and Britain’s 
IRD (Information Research Department). Their fi ndings, discussed in 
greater detail in Patrick Major and Rana Mitter’s chapter, show how 
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American cultural projection was not only designed to deal with Soviet 
competition but also wavering Western European attitudes towards 
American world leadership. Washington’s determination to show that 
the United States produced great art and great literature formed part of 
an effort to convince the populations of Bonn, Paris and Rome about 
its fi tness for world leadership. Covert action in Europe, no less than in 
Africa and Asia, had a complex agenda that extended beyond the bilateral 
tensions of the cold war.25

Bilateral confl ict was nevertheless there. Substantial covert operations 
of a paramilitary type were launched into Eastern Europe during the fi rst 
ten years of the cold war, alongside a growing struggle for dominance of 
the airwaves. These activities are often described as ‘roll-back’ operations, 
intended to prize away some of the satellite states, and inspired to some 
degree by Yugoslavia’s defection from the Soviet bloc in 1948.26 The 
best known example is the ill-fated series of operations into Albania in 
1949 and 1950. Within both Washington and London, policy-makers 
were divided over the wisdom and purpose of these sort of adventures 
and it is clear that Eisenhower eventually judged them too risky.27 
Washington and Whitehall were divided about the underlying purpose of 
these operations. Some were genuinely committed to liberation. Others 
saw the effort merely as an attempt to keep the Soviets off balance 
and never entertained serious hopes of overthrowing communism in 
any Eastern bloc country. Yet others, in the military, were thinking in 
terms of preparations for a future conventional war in Europe which 
would require guerrilla operations in the East and stay-behind groups or 
Gladio networks in the West. Most studies conclude that these activities 
helped to encourage Hungary down the road to an unsuccessful rising 
in 1956.28 

At least some of these operations were also about deception. Both 
British and American offi cials were seeking to incite confl ict within 
communist ruling circles and even to smear politicians in Eastern Europe 
with the taint of collaborating with the West. This represented an attempt 
to encourage Stalin’s existing suspicions of his own loyalists across Eastern 
Europe. There is certainly no indication that these activities prompted 
Stalin’s famous purge, which was already taking shape in 1948. However, 
it is likely that Western activities sought to accelerate this exercise in 
self-destruction. It will still be some time before the precise shape of 
cold war covert action can be mapped. However, it is hard to escape the 
conclusion that the intelligence services were often at the gritty edge of 
cold war fi ghting.29
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counter- insurgency and regime support

In 1961 Khrushchev famously declared that while nuclear war was not an 
option, the Soviets would prevail through wars of liberation. Both East 
and West invested considerable amounts of intelligence resource into 
supporting and protecting the regimes of their protégés across Asia and 
Africa. For the British and the French, the issue of counter-insurgency 
merged seamlessly with the business of a fi ghting retreat from empire 
and the boundaries between cold war and contracting colonialism were 
certainly were not clear. In Malaya, the British were up against communist 
guerrillas whom they wrongly believed to be taking orders from Moscow 
or Beijing. In Cyprus, the British struggled unsuccessfully to convince 
the Americans that the Greek guerrillas demanding unifi cation with the 
mainland were ‘communistic’. In London there were ongoing discussions 
– never fully resolved – as to whether Britain’s clandestine apparatus 
should be mostly focused on the cold war or else employed against 
anything that might be perceived as anti-British.30

More than any other area of the cold war, it was perhaps within the 
operational realm of counter-insurgency that getting intelligence right 
could make a difference. In Malaya and the Philippines during the late 
1940s and early 1950s, relatively small insurgencies allowed intelligence 
offi cers the rare luxury of climbing the learning curve, albeit it was 
climbed slowly. Good intelligence could allow the application of more 
selective military force and therefore encourage cooperation from the 
local population. Surrendered guerrillas in particular played a major part 
in the Malayan campaign and began a British tradition of using turned 
guerrillas or ‘pseudo-gangs’ against the enemy, a technique that would be 
employed later in Kenya, Cyprus and copied again by the Selous Scouts 
in Rhodesia.31 The approach taken in Malaya was not the only model. 
Harsher approaches were used by the French in Algeria and Indochina, 
or by the Portuguese in Africa, in which intelligence gathering made use 
of torture. The extent of these abuses is only now becoming clear.32

The Vietnam war ensured that for more than a decade the CIA’s largest 
sphere of operations was South-East Asia. Here efforts were made to 
apply lessons learned from elsewhere, not least by Ed Lansdale in the 
Philippines. Yet the experience of applying intelligence to counter-
insurgency in South Vietnam was different to that enjoyed by the 
British and the French in imperial territories. In Vietnam there could be 
no pretence of working for stability as a stepping stone to an eventual 
transfer of power. Instead the requirement was to work though the local 
regime and indeed the local intelligence service. This provided its own 
special frustrations. 
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Eastern bloc experiences were remarkably similar. During the 1960s and 
the 1970s these services undertook a degree of role specialisation. The 
Romanians and the Bulgarians were given some responsibility for covert 
action, while the East Germans specialised in security intelligence support 
to friendly Third World countries. This specialisation also refl ected the 
impressive language training programmes carried out by the communist 
intelligence services. These were so many teams from the GDR’s security 
service (the MfS, or Stasi) attached to pro-Soviet leaders in Africa that 
they were given the nickname ‘The new Afrika Korps’. The Stasi were 
especially active in the Yemen, Ethiopia and Angola.33 

In Afghanistan, the KGB provided a degree of intelligence support to 
the government of Prince Muhammad Daud (1973–78) and several of 
Daud’s ministers had signifi cant contacts with the KGB. After the Soviet 
invasion in December 1979, Moscow devoted considerable efforts to 
expanding the indigenous Afghan communist security service, KhAD. 
There was widespread use of torture and assassination, and KhAD was 
quite effective in penetrating Western-backed Mujahadin groups in their 
training camps. Given the need of the Mujahadin to continually recruit 
new volunteers, this sort of penetration was unavoidable.

Remarkably, the KGB employed the same sorts of ‘pseudo-gang’ 
operations that had been developed by the West in campaigns as far apart 
as Malaya, Kenya and Cyprus. The KGB oversaw numerous ‘false fl ag’ 
military operations inside Afghanistan during the 1980s. The purpose 
of these operations was for Soviet-trained Afghan guerrilla units to 
pretend to be anti-Soviet Mujahadin rebels in order to generate confusion 
and to allow the KGB to identify genuine rebels for concerted attacks. 
Mitrokhin notes that by early 1983, there were some 86 KGB-trained 
‘false bands’ in action throughout Afghanistan. One of the frequently 
reported aspects of the war in Afghanistan during the 1980s was the 
serious Mujahadin infi ghting and it now seems likely that some of this was 
generated by groups that were operating on behalf of the KGB and their 
local protégés. This in turn may have contributed to the fi erce civil war 
fought in Afghanistan in the mid-1990s. Afghanistan, in many respects, 
sums up a wider experience in the realm of intelligence support to both 
insurgency and counter-insurgency in the Third World.34 

human inte l l igence

Historians have tended to downplay the importance of human 
intelligence, or the use of espionage agents. Some have gone so far as to 
assert that there is no evidence of any major political or military decision 
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being reported by an agent in such a way as to allow the other side to 
take effective counter-action.35 This refl ects perhaps a natural reaction 
against some of the more improbable claims made by popular writers in 
this fi eld.36 Classically, two kinds of arguments have been advanced here. 
First, it has been suggested that the West was relatively unsuccessful at 
recruiting and running spies inside the extremely secure environment 
of communist states. Second, while the Soviets and their Eastern bloc 
allies were the undoubted masters of running agents inside the Western 
government, and especially in European capitals such as Bonn, their 
own decision-making bureaucracies were simply too dysfunctional to 
make effective use of the high-grade information that was obtained. 
This refl ected not only the corrupt and ineffective nature of communist 
governments, but also the ideological prism through which some of the 
material was viewed.37 

Moscow’s paranoia seems to have extended even to its top agents. At 
the end of the Second World War, some of the most effective operators 
who had worked inside Nazi-occupied Europe were recalled to Russia 
to face bizarre disciplinary tribunals and periods of imprisonment that 
refl ected Stalin’s anxiety about double-agents and penetration. A number 
of fi gures from the fabled Rote Kapelle or ‘Red Orchestra’ spent the early 
cold war period in prison and might have remained there but for the 
death of Stalin. These problems did not end in 1953 and suspicion later 
extended to the KGB’s star agent Kim Philby, whose access in both London 
and Washington perhaps rivalled any agent before or since. In his own 
memoirs he portrays himself as a senior KGB intelligence offi cer, but the 
sad reality was that Philby was under strong suspicion from some sections 
of the KGB and, after his defection in 1963, was kept in semi-isolation 
in Moscow. Although rehabilitated in the 1980s he never rose above the 
humble rank of agent.38 

The experience of Western espionage against the Eastern bloc was 
arguably rather different. Running agents inside secure police states 
proved to be extremely hazardous. Although the subject remains little 
discussed, agents for the most part suffered imprisonment or execution 
in signifi cant numbers. This was also true of ‘third country’ recruitments, 
made in third countries like India or Indonesia where it was easier to 
approach communist offi cials. However, once the people were back 
inside the Eastern bloc, few operated with impunity for any extended 
period of time. Even more hazardous were the border-crossing operations 
undertaken during the Korean and the Vietnam wars. In both these 
confl icts hundreds of agents were despatched and few lasted more then 
a week.39 Those running agents in Korea speak of the depressing loss 
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rates and the strong suspicions that those few who remained active and 
came up on the radio net had actually fallen under communist control. 
William Colby launched numerous teams into North Vietnam during his 
fi rst tour as CIA station chief in Saigon and all were caught.40

Undeniably, several ‘star’ recruitments were made by the West during 
the cold war. However, most historians have concluded that while their 
information was useful it remains hard to show how it changed policy 
in any signifi cant way. Perhaps the most closely discussed case is that of 
Colonel Oleg Penkovsky, a GRU offi cer recruited by Britain’s SIS (more 
popularly known as MI6) in the 1950s who enjoyed access to elevated 
circles in Moscow and who worked on Soviet missile systems. Substantial 
claims have been made with regard to the impact of his espionage 
in relation to the Cuban missile crisis. However, while Penkovsky’s 
intelligence about Soviet missile systems helped to confi rm the absence 
of a so-called ‘missile gap’, allowing Kennedy to act with more confi dence 
during the ensuing crisis, Penkovsky was no longer operative by October 
1962.41 During the Cuban missile crisis the key information came from 
U-2 overhead reconnaissance fl ights. This did not refl ect a lack of agents 
on the ground in Cuba – far from it – the CIA processed thousands 
of reports from hundreds of agents and sub-agents during the crisis. 
However, as recently declassifi ed materials reveal, the problem was that 
many of these reports seemed to contradict each other and evaluation 
was extremely diffi cult. By comparison overhead photography appeared 
to offer unambiguous information.42

In the latter part of the cold war, the most impressive Western 
recruitments were probably Oleg Gordievsky and Vasili Mitrokhin, each 
of whom brought a treasure trove of information to the West. Remarkably, 
while still in place as the KGB head of station in London, Oleg Gordievsky 
briefed Thatcher before her meeting with Gorbachev in December 1984. 
By and large however, the recruitment of KGB offi cers proved more useful 
in the narrow world of ‘spy against spy’ and does not seem to have 
had much impact on policy. Spy activities could impinge on the world 
of diplomacy. Edward Heath’s decision to expel over a hundred Soviet 
diplomats from London in 1971, codenamed ‘Operation Foot’, is perhaps 
the most obvious example. This had resulted from the defection of a KGB 
offi cer called Oleg Lyalin, who revealed some of the more unpleasant 
aspects of KGB contingency planning for war with the West.43 

While the assessments of the signifi cance of human agents has been 
largely downbeat some qualifi cations need to be advanced. Spies clearly 
made a real impact in the realm of technical intelligence gathering and, 
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indirectly upon arms racing. The Eastern bloc may have been clumsy in 
its efforts to use political or diplomatic intelligence, however its effi cacy in 
the realm of exploiting military-technical ‘kleptionage’ was remarkable.44 
The most important instances of technical espionage probably relate to 
nuclear weapons. It is now clear that the wartime atomic programme 
at Los Alamos was badly penetrated by fi gures such as Klaus Fuchs, Ted 
Hall and a cast of more minor characters. The Soviet Union detonated an 
atomic bomb in late August 1949, some three or four years earlier than 
Western intelligence had predicted. The revelations of the espionage of 
Klaus Fuchs shortly after this event sealed the connection in the public 
mind between espionage and the early Soviet acquisition of the atomic 
bomb.45 The connections between espionage, weapons development 
and policy are potentially complex. While some suggested that Stalin’s 
acquisition of the bomb lent him the confi dence to launch the Korean 
war, this is not universally accepted. Other have argued that Stalin 
did not expect the United States to defend Korea and so would have 
invaded anyway without the need for atomic parity. Some have argued 
that espionage may have shortened Soviet bomb development by as 
much as two years, while others have suggested that access to Western 
atomic plans resulted in the Soviets taking a ‘wrong turn’ by abandoning 
promising indigenous approaches to atomic weapons, in favour of the 
cruder, but proven designs employed at Hiroshima.46 Intriguingly, it has 
now been suggested that the espionage conducted by Klaus Fuchs may 
have contributed to the origins of the Soviet hydrogen bomb project. 
Either way, it is clear that many aspects of Western nuclear developments 
were an open book to Soviet scientists.47 

A further area in which human agents were clearly important was in the 
stealing of codes and cyphers. During the cold war the effectiveness of the 
secure communications of developed countries became extremely good. 
Fully electronic systems, frequency hopping and online ciphering ensured 
that the high-grade communications of the major powers were mostly 
unbreakable even with the aid of high-power computers. As a result 
the attraction of ‘pinching’ codes and cyphers, perhaps by recruiting 
an embassy cipher clerk, or by using an agent to plant a bug in a cipher 
room, was considerably greater.48 Equally, it seems likely that during 
the 1970s and 1980s fi gures such as Geoffrey Prime in Britain and John 
Walker in the United States managed to compromise some hard-won 
gains in the realm of ‘SIGINT’ and resulted in the Soviets tightening their 
communications security.49
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molemania and the secur ity state 

Human agents may have had only limited impact upon policy but they 
did much to expand the cold war ‘security state’. Revelations of their 
activities had a signifi cant impact on the security climate at several 
different levels. At the offi cial level, anxieties about ‘moles’ led to the 
tightening of procedures relating to the security screening of personnel. 
In the West this meant detailed background checks or ‘positive vetting’. 
At the political level the repercussions were was most visible in the antics 
of Senator Joseph McCarthy and the HUAC (House Un-American Affairs 
Committee). At a wider societal level, revelations about the work of moles 
and spies contributed to the remarkable growth of the public profi le of 
the intelligence services. In the early 1950s, the public knew little about 
espionage, but by the late 1960s the public understood that the cold war 
was a battle fought largely by the intelligence services. Sheila Kerr has 
suggested that one of the most important consequences of the defection 
of fi gures such as Philby, Burgess and Maclean was their impact on public 
perceptions as to who was winning or losing the cold war. In response 
to this, the CIA, and later the SIS, began to develop public relations 
departments to manage their public profi les and indeed their history.50

In the West, the initial trigger for security anxieties was a series of 
revelations about agents connected to atomic espionage. The atomic 
dimension added greatly to both public anxiety and private concern 
by offi cials. Igor Gouzenko, a defecting Soviet cipher clerk, brought 
the atomic espionage of the British scientist Allan Nunn May to public 
attention in 1946 and anxiety was heightened by the Fuchs case in 1950. 
The United States made it clear to Britain that the introduction of positive 
vetting, which involved background checks for all those with access to 
sensitive information, was a condition of continued cooperation. Pressure 
from Washington ensured that this was introduced as almost the last 
act of a departing British Labour government in 1951. However, British 
offi cials resisted the exhortations of the Americans that the polygraph 
should be introduced at locations such as GCHQ.51 

In the United States, political reactions to Soviet espionage were volatile. 
Diverse American groups seized on the problem of Soviet espionage and 
subversion with the intention of making this a major public issue. This 
included the China Lobby, a group who were concerned to identify those 
diplomats responsible for the ‘loss of China’ to communism in the late 
1940s and for what they believed was an excessively generous settlement 
with Stalin at Yalta. Amateur witch-hunting resulted in the blacklisting 
and persecution of hundreds of artists, musicians, actors, playwrights 



 intelligence 223

and teachers because of left-liberal views or because of their participation 
in anti-fascist activities in the 1930s. These lamentable episodes have 
been documented in some detail. Harder to measure was the undoubted 
‘chilling out’ of a spectrum of left-liberal political activity in the United 
States during the 1950s because of anxieties about the consequences of 
expression of such opinions. 

The activities of Senator McCarthy and committees through which 
he briefl y operated were political rather than offi cial. Perversely, they 
had a detrimental effect on some of the new agencies set up to fi ght the 
cold war. Some of the best and brightest offi cers recruited by the CIA in 
the late 1940s were liberals who had been ardent opponents of fascism 
in the 1930s and supporters of Roosevelt’s New Deal politics. A good 
example was Cord Meyer, a rising star in the CIA who had succeeded 
Tom Braden as head of the CIA’s International Organisations Division. 
A former advocate of world-federalism, he fell under suspicion and was 
fortunate that McCarthy did not terminate his career. Many employees 
of Radio Liberty and Radio Free Europe, with whom he cooperated, also 
came under persistent pressure from McCarthy.52

Intelligence offi cers sometimes defected, with serious repercussion for 
the intelligence services themselves. Although the intelligence services 
were designed – as their name implies – to provide a ‘service’ to other parts 
of government, there was also a sense in which the war of ‘spy against 
spy’ had developed its own momentum by the 1960s. The discovery of 
high-level moles such as Donald Maclean, Guy Burgess, Kim Philby and 
George Blake had prompted a belief that one of the most valuable things 
that KGB defectors might provide was knowledge of who else was secretly 
working for Moscow. Unfortunately, genuine defectors were accompanied 
by false defectors and by those who exaggerated their knowledge for 
reasons of personal vanity. During the 1960s and 1970s this led to periods 
of ‘super-molehunting’, exemplifi ed by the CIA’s counter-intelligence 
chief, James Jesus Angleton. The zealous security activities of Angleton 
all but paralysed the activities of the CIA section working against the 
Soviet Union for almost a decade. The Western powers also set up an 
allied super-molehunting group called CAZAB in which security offi cers 
from countries such as Canada, Australia, Britain, New Zealand and the 
United States pursued especially sensitive investigations. Peter Wright was 
at the centre of CAZAB activities and published his Spycatcher memoirs in 
order to vent his personal conviction that Roger Hollis, Director General 
of the British Security Service (MI5), was a Soviet agent. This was not the 
case. However, it is not hard to imagine the sort of diffi culties presented 
by the fact that some offi cials believed this might be a possibility.53
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It was only in the 1990s that historians were offered the prospect of 
resolving some of these troubling issues. Salvation came from partial 
insights into the Soviet archives, and also from the releases of sanitised 
Venona signals intelligence material.54 Towards the end of the Second 
World War the US Army’s cryptanalytic service began to have success in 
breaking into Soviet intelligence radio traffi c. The reason for this was 
Soviet ineffi ciency. Their intelligence services used a communication 
system that depended on sheets of enciphering material called ‘One Time 
Pads’ which, as the name implied, should only be used once. However, 
the Soviets began to re-use their material, making their communications 
vulnerable. American inroads into Soviet intelligence traffi c were partial, 
but suffi cient to identify major agents, including Fuchs and Maclean.

For Americans, the declassification of Venona offered to resolve 
questions of some importance. After all, the guilt or innocence of fi gures 
such as Julius Rosenberg or Alger Hiss had, for some decades, assumed an 
almost theological signifi cance in American political life. For the right, 
they were examples of the aggression of Soviet communism, for the left 
they were martyrs to an American security state that had been running 
out of control. Gaddis has observed that the new evidence against these 
sorts of characters is now ‘conclusive’ and that in this area the study of 
cold war espionage is ‘shifting from the realm of speculation to the reality 
of the archives’. He adds that the multiple volumes that have appeared 
on the subject of Soviet espionage in America, drawing on both American 
and Soviet materials, now allow us to ‘triangulate’ the subject and so 
provide an ‘excellent basis’ for reassessing the role of Soviet espionage 
in early cold war history.55 

These new intelligence archives have resolved some specifi c questions 
of guilt. They have also contributed to interpretations that might be 
regarded as ‘New Traditionalism’ that focus on large-scale nefarious Soviet 
activities that were underway inside the United States both before and 
after the Second World War.56 ‘New Traditionalism’ has a certain attractive 
logic. After the United States had won the cold war what could be more 
natural than winning the battle for cold war history? Soviet undercover 
activities, including the widespread covert funding of communist parties 
around the world, were indeed extensive and unpleasant. However, the 
battle for cold war history is not yet done, partly because Venona material 
is problematic, being heavily sanitised to protect the identities of further 
spies and therefore promoting controversy. This sanitisation has lent the 
area of Venona history a curious ‘Whodunit’ atmosphere, with some of 
the lengthy arguments about who best fi ts the ‘clues’ in the Venona text. 
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Moreover, excessive confi dence in this new material can lead even the 
best historians to say more than they really know.57 

John Gaddis, for example, has asserted that ‘the Rosenbergs were 
spies’ and that the evidence for this is ‘conclusive’.58 Rejoinders to this 
statement have not been slow in arriving. More cautious historians have 
observed that while Julius Rosenberg’s guilt is now clearly established, 
evidence suggesting that his wife, Ethel, was active in espionage is 
completely absent. While she may well have known of her husband’s 
activities, there is little to suggest that she was involved in anything more 
than underground communist political activity. Indeed, it appears that 
Ethel was arrested primarily to put pressure on Julius and that, even on 
the eve of his execution, the FBI were trying to ascertain whether she 
was cognisant of her husband’s espionage.59 

Problems of this sort are disconcerting, since Julius and Ethel Rosenberg 
constitute two of the highest-profi le espionage cases in cold war history. 
No less troubling are the assertions of historians that the KGB was too 
effi cient and disciplined to exaggerate its work in recruiting agents 
and so never reported innocent contacts as recruited agents. Clearly, 
most of those named in Venona traffi c or in KGB fi les in Moscow were 
indeed agents, but can we be sure about all of them? As Tim Weiner has 
rightly observed, intelligence offi cers reporting to headquarters ‘tend to 
exaggerate the number and importance of the agents they have recruited’. 
If KGB offi cers in the fi eld did not infl ate some of their achievements 
then they are unique in the annals of secret service history. It is more 
likely that the KGB’s reporting of agent recruitment was patchy, just 
like its communications procedures. We may not be completely certain 
about agent identities even after the KGB and GRU fi les are fully opened 
in Moscow, and this will not be anytime soon.60

Some areas of consensus are emerging. Wisely, most revisionist 
historians working on internal security have accepted that Venona, 
together with new material from the Moscow archives, has indicated 
a vast scale of Soviet espionage together with substantial connections 
between this and the American Communist Party.61 Revisionists have 
meanwhile turned their attention more specifi cally to McCarthy and 
to the FBI. Athan Theoharis, a life-long sceptic of the value of the FBI, 
has asked the obvious question. Given the fact that some FBI counter-
espionage personnel had access to the wonders of Venona, and given that 
there was so much Soviet espionage activity in America, why did FBI 
agents catch so very few spies? Theoharis answers his own question by 
asserting that the FBI wasted much of its time harassing black activists, 
gays, pacifi sts, environmentalists and anyone else perceived as being 
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distant from the political mainstream. Theoharis is unlikely ever to write 
much that is favourable to the FBI. However, it has to be conceded that 
there is now a vast body of documentation on FBI repression of ‘fringe’ 
groups during the cold war. Much of the FBI’s domestic security activity 
was repellent.62

Although Theoharis’ question about Venona is a good one, it has several 
answers. One of these relates to the very secret nature of the intercept 
material. The FBI could not use it in court for fear of compromising the 
source. Accordingly, once a spy had been identifi ed, they had to be kept 
under surveillance until they could be caught ‘red handed’ in an act of 
espionage or else they had to be confronted in the hope that the shock 
would prompt a confession. Fuchs, for example, confessed at length. 
However, some important fi gures, including the American atomic spy 
Ted Hall, decided to protest their innocence and, in the absence of other 
evidence, escaped prosecution even though their guilt was clear to the 
authorities.63 

Alongside these historical issues there are also some puzzling 
historiographical questions. Given the vaunted importance of these 
revelations, why have mainstream cold war historians not taken more 
interest in Venona? The answer perhaps lies in the disappointing mediocrity 
of the newly revealed Soviet agents. There were certainly numerous Soviet 
agents inside the United States and in most other Western countries. 
However, so many of them were clerks, corporals, school teachers, lab 
technicians, even taxi-drivers. Since the uncovering of John Cairncross 
in 1990, no further major-league cold war spies have come out of the 
woodwork. Philby had taught us to think of Soviet spies in the West as 
giants, but the revelations of the last 20 years have produced what looks 
like an army of pygmies. 

overhead reconnaissance

In contrast to human espionage, it is not diffi cult to identify the manner 
in which overhead reconnaissance changed the nature of the cold war. 
The growth of this area of intelligence-gathering was driven by three 
factors. First, espionage efforts by human agents working into the 
Eastern bloc had proved to be ineffective and also costly in terms of 
lives. Second, bombers and rockets were the main means of delivery for 
nuclear weapons and some of these high-priority intelligence targets were 
eminently visible from the air. Third, the development of arms control 
initiatives during the 1950s and 1960s increased the demand for accurate 
weapons estimates.



 intelligence 227

Overhead reconnaissance moved through several overlapping phases, 
from traditional over-fl ights with conventional aircraft, though a phase 
of high-fl ying unconventional aircraft such as the U-2 spy-plane and 
quickly onwards to the era of satellite platforms which arrived in the 
1960s. During the late 1940s it appears that Britain carried out some over-
fl ights of communist countries, but the United States refrained from this 
practice because the State Department feared diplomatic incidents. The 
advent of Soviet atomic power increased the appetite for such fl ights and 
in 1951 a British Canberra aircraft, one of the fi rst of its type, reportedly 
made a fl ight over Soviet rocket test ranges. The United States then joined 
this activity, fl ying its own missions and contributing the RB-45C four-
engined jet aircraft which allowed the RAF to reconnoitre targets deep 
inside the Soviet Union again in 1952 and 1954.64

By the mid-1950s, the US Air Force was operating a wide range of 
over-fl ight and perimeter fl ight programmes for the purpose of both 
photo-reconnaissance and electronic eavesdropping. Remarkably, during a 
seven-week period in the spring of 1956 the US Air Force launched Project 
Home Run which involved no less than 156 missions over Soviet Siberia, 
including one operation that involved a fl ight by a whole formation of 
US aircraft.65 American government historians have taken the line that 
all these fl ights were authorised by Eisenhower or his subordinates in a 
proper manner. However, other evidence suggests that the White House 
was worried by these Air Force activities. Partly for this reason Eisenhower 
turned the main reconnaissance effort over to the CIA.66

Spy-fl ights were revolutionised in 1956 with the arrival of the CIA’s 
high altitude U-2 aircraft. Flying at over 55,000 feet, the U-2 could then 
cruise with impunity over the Soviet Union, providing the fi rst signifi cant 
window on Soviet strategic capability.67 Admirers of the U-2 have claimed 
much for its achievements, insisting that it helped to destroy the myth 
of Soviet strategic superiority, the so-called ‘bomber gap’, and allowed 
Eisenhower to rein in those who were pressing for massive increases in 
American defence spending. This claim is not unfounded, but has probably 
been exaggerated. The U-2 could not provide the depth of coverage that 
Eisenhower needed to be certain that the ‘bomber gap’ did not exist, 
although it did much to reinforce his natural scepticism. Moreover, for 
security reasons, Eisenhower could not share the limited evidence from 
the U-2 fl ights with his most vociferous critics in Congress.68 

Eisenhower was conscious that the Soviets were struggling to bring U-2 
invulnerability to an end and each fl ight beyond 1959 involved greater 
risk. The eventual shoot-down of a U-2 aircraft piloted by Gary Powers 
in 1960 brought public embarrassment and terminated a long-awaited 
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East–West summit in Paris. Two years later, the loss of a U-2 during the 
Cuban missile crisis provided a potential fl ash-point. These anxieties were 
soon superseded when another U-2 briefl y strayed into Siberia during 
the same period of tension. Because of the existing high state of alert 
during the Cuban missile crisis the subsequent combination of errors and 
automatic procedures during this episode perhaps constituted one of the 
most precarious moments of the cold war. While over-fl ights provided 
a great deal of strategic intelligence, the aircraft losses were politically 
damaging and at times quite dangerous.69 

This ‘hot’ period of U-2 incidents stands in direct contrast to the 
‘cooler’ era of satellite reconnaissance that followed hard on its heels. 
Indeed, almost as soon as the fi rst U-2 was launched it was recognised 
that its period of operational utility over the Soviet Union would be short. 
The U-2 continued to be used in many other locations during the 1960s 
and 1970s, especially the Middle East where it supported the work of the 
United Nations in enforcing ceasefi res. However, from 1963 the task of 
providing photo coverage of the Soviet Union was undertaken by the 
Corona satellite system. The moment when a Corona satellite delivered 
its fi rst payload of photography was a genuine turning point in the 
cold war. The fi rst Corona mission over the Soviet Union provided more 
photography than had been gathered by all the previous U-2 over-fl ights 
put together.70 

Satellites were of crucial importance in opening the door to serious 
strategic arms control. The connection between arms control, verifi cation 
and technical espionage was underlined by Eisenhower’s ‘Open Skies’ 
proposal as early as 1958.71 Overhead photography by satellites was not 
a panacea and each country soon developed drills designed to foil the 
work of these space sentinels. Nor were satellites as effective in supporting 
efforts at conventional force reduction as they were in assisting strategic 
arms talks. Nevertheless, for the last three decades of the cold war they 
provided substantial reassurance. They also played a key part in the 
immediate post-cold war build-down of strategic arsenals. In the 1990s, 
as the complements of missiles on submarines was lowered in support 
of arms reductions, the missile hatches of the submarines in dock would 
be left open so that passing satellites could count the increasing number 
of empty tubes.

Working in tandem with satellites were a range of curious ground 
stations conducting some of the more baroque intelligence operations 
of the cold war designed to assess the scale of atomic arsenals. In many 
cases these were seismic listening stations that picked up ground shocks 
from nuclear tests. Other facilities attempted to measure minute amounts 



 intelligence 229

of gas released by the production of particular atomic isotopes, thereby 
indirectly measuring Soviet bomb production. Some of these stations 
were secretly located inside diplomatic premises unknown to the host 
country. Each major protagonist developed a small, specialist and highly 
secretive ‘atomic intelligence service’. Although these obscure agencies 
were small, their contributions were signifi cant and they were accorded 
the highest priority by policy-makers.72 

s ignals inte l l igence

Signals intelligence (or SIGINT) remains the most secretive aspect of cold 
war espionage and was probably the most important. What is certain is 
that the SIGINT agencies were leviathans. During the latter stages of the 
cold war, the US SIGINT agency, or the National Security Agency (NSA), 
probably directed close to 100,000 people who were either its own staff, 
or allocated to its support. In Britain, the equivalent organisation, GCHQ, 
was superintended by the Foreign Offi ce. Yet GCHQ enjoyed a budget 
larger than that of the Foreign Offi ce and often superintended as many, 
if not more, personnel.73

Although there were some successes in reading Soviet traffi c immediately 
after the Second World War, this was brought to a halt during the late 
1940s by the activities of the Soviet agent William Weisband. Working 
as a sergeant in the US Army signals intelligence organisation, he was 
recruited by the Soviets and ‘blew’ some important work, including 
Venona. The Soviets could not prevent the Americans from continuing 
to work on messages already captured and recorded, but Soviet cipher 
security improved markedly. Indeed, for much of the cold war the cipher 
systems of the major powers remained sophisticated and hard to break 
even with the application of enormous computer power. Although the 
West had begun to make advances with various Soviet systems during 
later decades of the cold war, it is thought that human espionage by the 
Soviets undermined some of these fresh advances.74

This did not mean that the major powers did not listen in to each 
other’s communications. A great deal of effort was devoted to monitoring 
low level voice traffi c, especially from military operations and exercises. 
Efforts were also made to measure precisely the types, directions and 
volumes of traffi c emitted at particular periods, even if the actual text 
could not be read. This in turn allowed each side to watch for signs of 
unusual activity which might preface an attack. In short, one of the 
major functions of SIGINT monitoring, especially in locations such as 
Germany, was a kind of unilateral confi dence-building measure. It would 
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have been very hard for either side to prepare to mount a major attack 
without generating some signals noise. SIGINT provided a reasonable 
level of reassurance that nothing dramatic was happening on either side 
of the inner-German border and at several other points of tension around 
the world.75 

During the 1950s and 1960s, Western communications analysts also 
kept themselves busy with neutral and even allied communications. 
These could be more useful than material from the Warsaw Pact. During 
the 1960s, the British were more interested in the thoughts of West 
German policy-makers in Bonn than with their East German equivalents. 
London wished to know about Bonn’s likely reaction to any move to 
recognise the GDR and about Bonn’s views of Britain’s attempts to join 
the EEC. Across Europe, a major challenge for Britain and the United 
States was to try to ensure that the communications of other NATO states 
were secure enough to prevent the Soviets from reading them, but not 
so secure that their Anglo-Saxon allies could not read them. Britain and 
the United States were also keen to discourage the development of a 
sophisticated European cryptographic industry.

Accordingly, signals intelligence was related to the less glamorous world 
of COMSEC or communications security, the practice of defending one’s 
own communications from hostile attack and making sure that embassies 
were free of electronic ‘bugs’. These had become more numerous with 
the advent of transistors and miniaturisation. There were plenty of bugs 
to be found. During the fi rst two decades of the cold war the Americans 
uncovered some 160 bugs in their Eastern bloc embassies and consulates. 
This culminated in a major discovery in May 1964 of a large number 
of hitherto undetected bugs in its Moscow embassy. It was clear that 
much of what had been said during the last few years had been closely 
followed by the Soviets. However, they were puzzled by the fact that when 
they reviewed the sequence of some recent negotiations, they could not 
identify where foreknowledge of American negotiating positions had 
made a difference to Soviet behaviour.76

If the communications of the developed countries were hard to read 
during the cold war, the playground for signals intelligence was the 
Third World where cipher security and telephone security was often 
weak. The work of capturing, processing and analysing the resulting 
volume of communications prompted the English-speaking powers to 
continue their wartime pattern of cooperation on signals intelligence. 
Between 1942 and 1948 a number of agreements and memoranda were 
exchanged giving rise to an intelligence alliance referred to as ‘UKUSA’. 
This agreement divided the world up into spheres of responsibility for 
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both collection and analysis, typically with the British taking a signifi cant 
role in Africa and the Canadians focusing on northern Europe and the 
northern Soviet Union. 

One of the primary British contributions to this alliance was what 
the Americans referred to as ‘residual empire’, a network of bases, 
often on remote islands and locations secured as part of post-colonial 
settlements that provided the ground-stations for collection. Retention 
of these ground-stations was important and became a policy issue in 
itself. The determination of London and Washington to retain their 
listening stations on Cyprus contributed in no small degree to their 
policies towards the protracted confl ict on that troubled island. Exactly 
which communications were intercepted from Cyprus has not yet been 
revealed, but one account mentions how soldiers from Britain’s 9 Signals 
Regiment listened in to the shouts of Israeli and Egyptian tank crews as 
they battled it out during the Yom Kippur war of 1973.77 

conc lus ions

One of the great puzzles for cold war historians and for cold warriors 
alike, was why, given the vast sums spent on intelligence gathering, the 
intelligence services were nevertheless often caught napping by major 
events. During the fi rst fi ve years of the cold war, Western intelligence 
seems to have missed the coming of the Tito–Stalin split of 1948, misdated 
the fi rst Soviet atomic bomb by between three and four years and was 
completely surprised by the invasion of Korea. The Soviets did little better, 
even suggesting that the Marshall Plan was part of a desperate search by 
the United States for new markets that prefi gured the impending collapse 
of Western capitalism.

The record of the analysts did not improve much with time. The 
United Stated failed to second-guess the nefarious activities of its British 
and French allies at Suez in 1956, believing instead that the intense 
military build-up in the region pointed towards a coming confrontation 
between Israel and Jordan. In Vietnam, the US Army was taken by 
surprise by the Tet Offensive in 1968. In the same year the British Joint 
Intelligence Committee (JIC) insisted that the Soviets would not invade 
Czechoslovakia despite a volume of evidence to the contrary. The invasion 
of the Falklands was missed in 1982, prompting a major British post-
mortem. Most remarkably of all perhaps, the end of the cold war was 
second-guessed by enterprising journalists but missed by secret services, 
both large and small. The end of the cold war did not mean the end of 
intelligence mishaps, since the same leviathans missed the Iraqi invasion 
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of Kuwait in 1991, the Pakistani nuclear test of May 1998 and were badly 
wrong about Iraqi weapons stocks in both 1991 and 2003.

Many of these ‘failures’ related to the issue of surprise attack. In fairness 
to the intelligence services, they were always painfully conscious of the 
special problem of surprise. Some of the key impediments were identifi ed 
by one of the founding fathers of intelligence analysis, Sherman Kent, in 
his pioneering work, published in 1951. Three decades later, the CIA were 
funding comparative work by the renowned political scientist, Richard 
Betts, in an attempt to identify exactly what made surprise events so 
diffi cult to predict or warn against. Three types of problem beset the 
analytical chain.78 First was the problem of modelling or stereotyping. 
In a world of infi nite detail a certain amount of presumption about 
what certain indicators mean was essential in order to draw meaning 
from a vast ocean of collected data. One of the most obvious examples 
of this is ‘rational actor presumption’, suggesting that leaders will not 
behave in improbable ways. Analysis is about joining up the dots. When 
the dots are not numbered, analysts are inclined to see the pattern that 
they have seen before or a pattern of behaviour that seems reasonable. 
Analysts are therefore temperamentally inclined to see the normal and to 
be sceptical about the suggestions that something unusual or irrational 
is happening.

Second was the problem of intelligence bureaucracy. By the 1960s 
intelligence bureaucracies had themselves become so large that they 
formed a barrier between the fi eld collector and the policy-maker. The 
United States boasted no less than 13 intelligence agencies around 
Washington’s beltway and the US Director of Central Intelligence had 
become a referee in what was sometimes referred to as the ‘Beltway 
War’. The compilation of a US National Intelligence Estimate was often a 
process of negotiation between agencies with different views or different 
bureaucratic ownership. The process was vulnerable to either dilution 
through comprise or undue infl uence by dominant coalitions fi elded by 
the Department of Defense. As a result, so called ‘high-level’ estimates 
could prove to be remarkably dull and failed to inform, or even attract 
the attention of, busy policy-makers. Members of the NSC rarely read 
them, even in summary.

The most impermeable barrier to intelligence-informed policy was 
probably the policy-makers themselves. By their nature those who 
achieved senior positions were intolerant of advice that did not suit their 
wishes. Existing policies had often resulted from intricate negotiations 
within bureaucratic or political circles and so leaders were not always 
receptive to challenges from ‘independent’ intelligence experts who 
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wished to identify awkward facts or even suggest a different hierarchy 
of priorities. This was illustrated during the Vietnam war, when there was 
a serious erosion of the boundary between analysts and policy-makers. 
Moreover, a divided intelligence community allowed policy-makers to 
pick the particular estimates which conformed most closely to what 
they wanted to believe. Lyndon B. Johnson and his circle preferred more 
optimistic military intelligence and discounted the civilian agencies, 
which were more sceptical.79 

Sherman Kent had always argued that intelligence-producers should 
be insulated from the pressures of policy-makers. He envisaged cold 
war intelligence in a semi-academic role, providing objective and 
independent advice that might implicitly challenge policy. This idealist 
vision was probably right. However, over the four decades of the cold 
war and beyond, intelligence increasingly fi tted an opposing defi nition 
of intelligence that was more ‘realistic’. This was one developed by the 
Pentagon and conceived of intelligence as a form of support to existing 
policy and strategy. In short, intelligence was becoming a function of 
command. While this trend continued – both during and after the cold 
war – performance was bound to remain mediocre at best. Moreover, 
while the intelligence analysts were mostly keen to emphasise the limits 
of intelligence and the contingent nature of their predictions, consumers 
often chose to strip away any words of qualifi cation where it suited them. 
Again this was a phenomena that continued to be visible well beyond 
the end of the cold war.80
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9
cul ture

patr ick major  and rana mit ter

Cultural history became a major fi eld in modern history at around the 
time of the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989.1 The study of cold war cultural 
history has been pioneered instead by scholars from other disciplines, 
above all literary and fi lm studies. Traditional historians may fi nd some 
of their approaches, for instance the great attention to genre or to post-
modernism, not strictly relevant to their own interests, but for a confl ict 
which was more a war of words than a shooting war, culture cannot easily 
be ignored. A body of work has indeed begun to emerge, most of it highly 
America-centric as will become evident, but an interim overview is now 
possible. Besides a stock-taking of recent scholarship, and in particular 
of high-profi le issues such as the CIA’s cultural politics, we would also 
like to encourage new research into specifi c areas hitherto overlooked, 
above all East Asia. We also offer a more detailed outline of how popular 
culture can be used to chart the double-edged impact of culture in a cold 
war context.

the cu ltural  co ld war versus co ld war cu lture

First, it is worth briefl y examining one particular area of defi nitional 
difference which has emerged in new writing on the cold war: that 
between the ‘cultural cold war’ and ‘cold war culture’. There has not yet 
been a great deal of historiographical literature which addresses these two 
as separate phenomena, not least because the idea of culture as a fi eld 
of interpretation of the cold war is still less dominant than that of elite 
politics (although growing). Nonetheless, the difference is important. 
By ‘cultural cold war’, academic studies have usually meant something 
rather specifi c: cultural diplomacy between the blocs, and within them, in 
areas outside what is ostensibly the direct state and governmental ambit, 
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whether in the fi eld of high culture (literature, the arts, music) or popular 
culture (television, pop and rock music, fi lms). Cultural diplomacy, which 
will be followed up in more detail below, is clearly an important, but 
delimited area of investigation. Nevertheless, the state often remains the 
prime mover in such approaches.

By contrast, the notion of a ‘cold war culture’ has a more anthropological 
sense, relating to the less specifi c but wider-ranging concept that everyday 
social existence may have been shaped by the global dynamics of the cold 
war.2 Necessarily more nebulous than the ‘cultural cold war’, the idea 
that there is some sort of cross-bloc matrix of signifi cation (culture, in 
other words, as a system of interlocking meanings) is a potentially fruitful 
one which deserves further attention from social and cultural historians. 
Recent approaches suggest the impossibility of conceiving one’s identity 
without reference to an outside ‘other’. Since Edward Said, alterity has 
become a major component of cultural history.3 It is odd, therefore, 
that in a situation when the political ‘other’ was literal, relatively little 
has been written on cold war orientalism.4 By the same token, we 
are just beginning to witness the counter-concept of ‘occidentalism’, 
whereby both those east of the iron curtain, as well as Western Europeans 
championing a third way, understood and misunderstood America.5 
Outside enemy fi gures also encouraged a willingness to see surrogate 
‘enemies within’. The McCarthyite purges were directly mirrored by the 
last Stalinist show trials of the early 1950s, suggesting the mutually-
reinforcing social disciplinary uses of cold war identities.

This idea of a cold war culture, a system of meaning and behaviour 
shaped by the dynamics of the confl ict that emerged in the late 1940s, has 
been the subject of considerable attention in the US history fi eld in recent 
years.6 The editors of Rethinking Cold War Culture, Peter Kuznick and 
James Gilbert, have argued for a suggestive set of key turning-points and 
factors that shaped the cold war as social history. These factors include 
changes in demographics, the new capacity of the population for physical 
movement, and the impact of McCarthyism, with the Korean confl ict 
acting as an important juncture. Their judgement of the cold war’s effects 
on the culture of the post-war USA is that it was primarily ‘psychological’, 
but that it was also capable of cooptation and subversion by social groups 
(such as women) who could adapt the seeming rigidity of the cold war to 
their own ends.7 However, at least one of the authors included in their 
collection is not convinced about the uniqueness of the cold war as a 
period of historical analysis: Leo P. Ribuffo argues that the cold war was 
in fact not signifi cantly new in its political dynamics.8
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The agenda suggested by this volume (among others), the linking of 
the worlds of foreign policy and domestic social history, has only recently 
begun to blossom. One of the most complex and original examples of 
how this type of history is being written is Jeremi Suri’s Power and Protest. 
Suri examines the global rise of détente in the 1960s, but rather than taking 
a more traditional international historian’s view of the issue, he argues 
for a ‘convergent response to détente’ that had a social origin in domestic 
political developments, which in turn gave rise to an ‘international 
language of dissent’.9 Suri’s analysis is remarkably transnational, taking 
on board not only the USA, but also European nations and even China’s 
Cultural Revolution, and concludes with an argument that ‘The Cold 
War, more than anything else, created a remarkable conjuncture among 
societies in the 1960s’ in fi elds ‘cultural, political, and diplomatic’; 
‘foreign policy,’ he concludes, ‘is also social policy’.10 Although Suri’s 
book is still relatively recent, its twin agendas of combining international 
with social history, as well as demanding a cross-cultural fi eld of study, 
seems certain to stimulate further research.11

One sub-fi eld, which has still been working out from the centre to a 
large extent, but wishes to ‘culturalise’ International Relations studies, is 
the linguistic deconstruction of leadership rhetoric.12 Such approaches 
analyse the metaphors employed by world leaders to expose underlying 
mentalities and thus feed into the ‘constructivist’ school of diplomatic 
history, which questions the perfect rationality of decision-making 
espoused by so-called ‘realists’. The Ivy League masculinity of the Kennedy 
administration and the liberal missionary zeal of its leader have been put 
forward as important for Democrat internationalism,13 or the sporting 
metaphors of his predecessor for the competitive ethos of world leaders.14 
Khrushchev famously applied his down-to-earth peasant proverbs to 
international relations (‘If you start throwing hedgehogs under me, I shall 
throw a couple of porcupines under you’), which also had the function 
of defusing tensions. East German vocabulary was unwittingly coloured 
by memories of trench warfare in the First World War: enemies had to 
be ‘rolled up’, positions had to be ‘retaken’. Jeffrey Brooks has tested the 
press speak of Stalinism,15 and the bureaucratic language of the GDR 
has been briefl y analysed from a party perspective16 as well as the mania 
for abbreviations which became unintelligible to West Germans.17 A 
bottom-up approach to the deconstruction of language is likely to reveal 
further cold war usages which slipped into the popular vocabulary, from 
‘commies’ to ‘critical mass’, from ‘blat’ to ‘Bückwaren’.18

Part of the distancing which has enabled such new approaches, and 
one which demands a high degree of introspection from historians 
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themselves, has resulted from the conceptual tools of the discipline 
itself coming under closer historical scrutiny.19 Recent intellectual 
histories have examined ways in which some of the big ideas of the later 
twentieth century, many of which have since been taken for granted, 
were themselves partly the product of the cold war. The concepts of 
totalitarianism20 and modernisation theory21 have been contextualised as 
attempts to discredit and support East and West respectively. The history 
of ‘area studies’, itself an invention of the cold war, has also begun to 
reveal the institutional backing behind certain projects.22 Think-tanks 
such as the Rand Corporation mediated between the university world 
and government, and academics often provided scientifi c respectability 
for enemy stereotypes.23 The fi eld of mass communication studies was 
yet another product of research sponsored by the Pentagon for military 
purposes.24 Indeed, cold war academics do not have to go very far to fi nd 
evidence that ideas have a very specifi c social and political context!

the cu ltural  co ld war: 
the congress for cu ltural  freedom (ccf)

Some of the most powerful debates in recent work on the cultural cold 
war have been in the fi eld of high culture. Central among the themes 
addressed by this scholarship is the record of the CCF and its British 
offspring, Encounter magazine. The CCF’s record has not been remembered 
kindly by all. It remains an article of faith among many on the left that 
the revelation of CIA funding for Encounter rendered that publication a 
mere stooge of American imperialism, although it is remembered more 
fondly by many on the moderate left and right. A substantial account, 
partly memoir, by a participant in the CCF’s activities, Peter Coleman, 
betrays in its title (The Liberal Conspiracy) the slightly shamefaced, yet 
defi ant, irony with which members of the non-communist left associated 
with its activities regarded the CCF after the end of the cold war.25

The academic argument about the CCF has, in just a few years, exposed 
a variety of viewpoints. Although it has been the subject of controversy, 
the most signifi cant point of reference for the debate has been Frances 
Stonor Saunders’ Who Paid the Piper?26 Based on impressive archival as 
well as interview materials, Stonor Saunders gives both a substantial 
and extremely well-written narrative account of the CCF’s formation 
and downfall, as well as interpreting its history in a way that is not 
unsympathetic, but ultimately critical. Individual fi gures, such as the 
CIA agent Michael Josselson who was instrumental in the development 
of the CCF, are described as complex and human fi gures, but ultimately, 
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Stonor Saunders declares, the CCF project and Encounter magazine must 
be considered fatally fl awed because of their support from undeclared 
CIA funds.

This thesis has come under attack. David Caute argues that, 
‘Unfortunately, the relentless pursuit of exposure – who paid the piper? 
– … has resulted in a lopsided view of cultural activity and what inspires 
it’: in other words, that the idea that the source of funding for the CCF’s 
activities was suffi cient to condemn its output cannot stand. ‘Despite 
Zhdanov and despite McCarthy, sincere conviction lay at the root of 
most cold war cultural production.’27 More willing to accept the Stonor 
Saunders thesis, but still critical of it, is Hugh Wilford, who argues that 
British intellectuals, at least, ‘used Encounter as much as it used them’. He 
goes on to say that, ‘It might well have been the case that the CIA tried to 
call the tune; but the piper did not always play it, nor the audience always 
dance to it.’28 While both Caute and Wilford take issue with Stonor 
Saunders, the repeated references to ‘the piper’ suggest that her argument 
has had a signifi cant impact. A further angle on the controversy is that 
of Giles Scott-Smith, who draws on Scott Lucas’s idea of ‘state-private 
networks’ to interpret the CCF in terms of ‘transnational social elites’ and 
to adopt the wider model of ‘culture’ it addresses. Taking a Gramscian 
approach, Scott-Smith argues that its attempts to form a hegemonic 
culture were not, per se, a malevolent idea, but that ‘a hegemony has to 
adapt to succeed’ and that this meant that the CCF was doomed when 
it failed to reorient itself in the world of the 1960s, so different from 
that of the 1950s.29

David Caute’s work, The Dancer Defects, mentioned above, does 
not simply have the interpretation of the CCF’s activities in its sights. 
Caute notes with regret that the preponderance of work on the cultural 
cold war addresses a highly US-centred set of themes, with ‘centres of 
Americocentricity’ keeping one bloc hermetic, and scholars of Russian 
studies in the West likewise refusing to look outside their own fi eld. ‘It’s 
a cold war,’ he notes, ‘which features Arthur Miller and Ralph Ellison 
but not Sartre and Camus, not Simonov and Havel, not Brecht … and 
Wajda.’30 As Caute suggests, the problem is not merely that scholarship 
on the cultural cold war (and cold war culture) outside the USA is less 
rich, but rather that the work that exists does not move cross-culturally 
and transnationally.

One of the most valuable elements of Caute’s analysis is his 
transnational approach to the question of cultural rivalry, in which the 
USA championed modernism and the ‘avant-garde’ as ‘the talisman of 
political virtue’ precisely because the USSR hated modernism with such 
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a passion. Yet artistic achievement was clearly not lacking in the Eastern 
bloc, as the examples of Brecht, Shostakovich and the Bolshoi ballet 
showed: rather, the Soviet bloc’s often rather crude attempts to bludgeon 
Western audiences into dislike for the ‘decadent’ aspects of the West gave 
rise to ridicule rather than sympathy.31

cu lture and the co ld war in east as ia

One area where new work is emerging to analyse the cultural cold war 
as well as cold war culture is not just with respect to the Eastern bloc in 
Europe (as lamented by David Caute), but in the non-European world. 
East Asia is one obvious focus, yet, just as the US side of cold war culture 
has been far more analysed than the Soviet side, so the Japanese side 
of the Asian divide has been much more closely examined than the 
Chinese or Korean. Some of this is the inevitable product of the relative 
openness of Japan’s post-war democracy as opposed to the dictatorships 
of the People’s Republic of China, Taiwan, and South and North Korea. 
However, most of the work on the most obvious aspect of post-war 
cold war culture in Japan, the trauma of the atomic bomb, lies more in 
the literary and cultural studies fi eld than the comparative historical, 
although the work of Yoshikuni Igarashi, for instance, shows how the 
two can be combined with great sophistication.32 The understandable 
desire to examine what was unique about Japan’s encounter with nuclear 
warfare – that is, the fact that it remains the only nation to have suffered 
an atomic attack in wartime – made it harder to move into areas of cross-
cultural comparison, for instance, the ways in which the dynamics of 
the cold war had shaped the shared histories of Japan, Korea and China 
in the post-1945 environment.

New trends in the writing of history and historiography have opened 
up fresh vistas in the last few years. One of the most intractable problems 
in doing comparative work on the Eastern bloc was the closed nature 
of communist-era records, something suddenly changed by the events 
of 1989–91. While China has not had the kind of regime change which 
brought about such major changes in access to Eastern European and 
Russian archives, the thaw in the study of Chinese history has meant that 
the early People’s Republic period is now open for study as a historical 
topic in its own right. Local archives remain more accessible than national 
ones, but nonetheless, an empirically rich examination of the 1950s, 
linking local society to wider national policies and trends, is now a key 
trend in the study of the early Mao period, with the Cultural Revolution 
of the mid-1960s now providing the kind of barrier point that 1949 
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previously marked.33 The democratisation of Taiwan and South Korea 
also means that archival study of the cold war era is now possible and 
fl ourishing. Only North Korea, for the moment, remains a fi eld that is 
much more diffi cult to penetrate.34 

What questions may emerge from the new cold war historiography 
in East Asia? The comparative work on East and West Germany, parts of 
a nation-state united by language but divided by ideology, offers points 
of comparison both for China/Taiwan and for North and South Korea. 
Just as both Germanies were the products of a very different response 
to the legacy of Nazism and defeat, so both China and Korea found 
themselves split ideologically, although in neither case was there a West 
German-style liberal democracy, but rather states that were defi ned by 
their adherence to or abhorrence of communism. However, both Chinas 
and Koreas were heirs to their turbulent pre-war past, with the legacy of 
war and ideological division shaping their highly confrontational post-
war politics. When examining how cold war culture shaped East Asia, 
the divisions between the East Asian states bear signifi cant comparison 
with the European case. The other similarity, again worthy of further 
analysis, is the way in which the early cold war saw a reversal of who was 
the enemy: in Europe, the (West) Germans and Soviets swiftly swapped 
places in Western eyes, whereas the Chinese and Japanese carried out 
the same reversal in Asia. Of course, the view from the West was not the 
only worthwhile vantage point, and the far more ambivalent view that 
the Chinese, Japanese and Koreans held of each other during the cold 
war cannot be interpreted simply in terms of ‘friends’ or ‘enemies’. 

Nor is the cultural cold war missing from the East Asia front. The 
analysis of Japanese literature and popular culture in terms of ‘nuclear 
fear’ has been a mainstream topic of discussion for some time.35 Ibuse’s 
Black Rain (1965) became the classic Japanese novel of the fi rst atomic 
bombing and the problem of remembrance for the hibakusha or survivors. 
While work on the Chinese and Korean sides of the question is still in 
a much earlier state of development, the rich seam of fi ction and fi lm 
in both nations on, for instance, the Korean war, makes the analysis of 
cold war infl uences on East Asian high cultural production a necessary 
fi eld of scholarly development.36

co ld war cu ltures:  the case of  popular cu lture

Besides battles over high culture, which were a refl ection of Americans’ 
inferiority complex in the face of European traditions harking back 
hundreds of years, popular culture became another cold war area of 
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contestation. This was not so much offi cial cultural policy as articulated 
by Voice of America, the BBC, Radio Moscow or the CCF, but part of the 
unoffi cial expansion of the ‘culture industry’, as Adorno and Horkheimer 
were to label it in 1944.37 This is a slightly less instrumentalised version 
of Scott Lucas’s concept of the state–private network, whereby US 
government co-opted sections of the private sector into a propaganda 
struggle ‘conducted not just by the Government through judicial and 
executive measures but by “private” groups and individuals keeping their 
own houses in order. This was a war not for territory or profi t but for a 
culture.’38 We would add the caveat, nevertheless, that popular culture 
was an area of relative autonomy from the state. Whereas Caute and 
Scott-Smith rightly point out that the individual writer or composer was 
capable of artistic integrity, the business interests so closely connected 
with popular cultural production had their own profi t-related agendas. 
As will also become clear, popular culture created economic dependencies 
in the Eastern bloc which militated against ideological purity, and 
contributed to the corruption of ‘real existing socialism’.

Since popular culture was chiefl y associated with the United States, 
it was also viewed, even at the time, as a form of cultural imperialism, 
challenging the values of both cold war allies in Western Europe, as well 
as permeating the iron curtain and provoking a two-pronged Eastern 
strategy of proscription and appropriation. For some this was a symptom 
of modernity and almost unstoppable; for others it was specifi cally 
American and mobilised signifi cant political resistance. Consequently, 
there has been a great slew of work since 1989 on Americanisation and 
its discontents. Europeans often viewed consumerism as a form of mass 
conformity which would rob them of their purported individualism, 
encapsulated in the battle against ‘Coca-colonisation’.39 Much of this work 
has focused on France,40 but a growing body is emerging on Germany,41 
and a large synthetic work on the whole European experience has just 
appeared.42 The democratising aspects of American culture prompted 
some profound soul-searching among the French intellectual elite.43 The 
battle for national culture was also capable of uniting the most unlikely 
political bedfellows, such as communists and Gaullists in 1940s France. 
Or it could be highly selective: Jean-Luc Godard’s fi lms reveal a cultural 
love of American fi lm noir, a term coined by the French, but a contempt 
for US militarism, just as Jean-Paul Sartre opposed segregation but loved 
black jazz. Culture therefore maps onto the political landscape in often 
counter-intuitive patterns.

It is also now recognised that even Russia was penetrated to some extent 
by Western-style popular culture, if studies on the 1980s are anything 
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to go by.44 ‘Material culture’ studies have also begun to examine the 
limited socialist consumerism which took place chiefl y in the 1960s in 
the Eastern bloc more generally.45 There is also a corpus of work on the 
specifi c infl uence of popular music in Eastern Europe,46 but also locally 
in the Soviet Union47 and the GDR.48 The Eastern bloc’s second best-
known American in the 1970s, after the President, was allegedly Dean 
Reed, an expatriate American singer who also made his name in socialist 
spaghetti westerns.49 Communist cultural offi cials initially echoed the 
objections of the Frankfurt School (chiefl y Adorno and Horkheimer) that 
popular music was a manipulation of the masses by corporate capitalist 
interests, but the prominence of oppressed African-Americans and the 
growth of an anti-establishment counter-culture softened their stance in 
the 1960s. The growing fi nancial constraints in the East meant a further 
loosening of ideological prescriptions. By the late 1980s concerts by 
politically acceptable Western rock musicians such as Bruce Springsteen 
were taking place there, in the GDR case to raise hard currency through 
televisation rights.50

Much attention has also been focused on ways in which popular 
culture might have been used to propagandise home audiences in 
the United States. Alan Nadel has suggested that a domestic form of 
‘containment’ was at work within American culture, even in ‘sword and 
sandals’ biblical epics; or that progressive politics could be found in more 
unlikely publications such as Playboy.51 Suzanne Clark, reading post-war 
literature, concludes that a literary ‘national realism’ wrote non-whites 
and women out of a warrior-based narrative of the times.52 Robert Corber 
does something similar for the position of homosexual men.53 This is 
part of a trend to make manifest ‘hidden’ cold war messages in everyday 
cultural artefacts of the era.54 Familiar products such as the western fi lm 
thus become metaphors for confl ict.55 Yet, often enough these studies 
are heavily based on text-criticism and authorial interpretation, with 
little recourse to empirical verifi cation of audience responses to such 
texts. The challenge for cultural historians of the cold war, therefore, 
is to combine the imagination of such approaches with some attempt 
at a grounding of culture in the socio-economic realities of the period. 
Paying more attention to reception of culture will also help to obviate 
the current dangers in assuming that cultural messages were consumed 
with the meanings with which they were transmitted. Eastern cinema 
audiences may have been paying just as much attention to background 
clothes and cars as to the main plot. And as the head of the British Board 
of Film Censors reported rather dispiritedly on London audience reactions 
to the Soviet wartime epic, The Fall of Berlin (Chiaureli, 1949): ‘No one, in 
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fact, seemed to mind that Russia was depicted as the hero of the Second 
World War; people enjoyed the spectacle and rejected the propaganda. 
It was a box offi ce success.’56 Popular culture had a habit of biting back 
at those trying to control it.

Propagandists had long recognised the value of popular culture 
as a ready-made medium of mass communication. Even the Nazi 
propagandist Joseph Goebbels had realised that effective indoctrination 
was best packaged in an entertaining format, and was a great admirer 
of Hollywood for conveying political themes via the human interest 
story.57 The ‘grammar’ of popular fi ction and fi lm usually demands an 
identifi cation fi gure and the division of the world into simple binary 
opposites, both important ingredients in friend/foe propaganda. But this 
was a two-edged weapon which could be wielded both by governments 
and their critics. We would suggest two major tropes within popular 
culture: the conversion narrative and the subversion narrative. By 
conversion narrative is meant a story designed to convert a reluctant 
public to make the sacrifi ces on the home front necessary for the global 
cold war effort. It usually features a sceptical protagonist or antagonist 
who rehearses the known counter-arguments, but is gradually persuaded 
of the value of mobilisation in a good cause and becomes a true believer. 
The message often involved rousing a passive, consumerist public which 
had somehow ‘gone soft’ after the privations of the Second World War, 
suffering from what Philip Wylie would call ‘momism’, a feminisation of 
society, in contrast to the supposed virility of the Soviet ‘other’. Subversion 
narratives, on the other hand, questioned authority, suggesting that the 
national security state had begun to assume a momentum of its own and 
to treat society as a means to an end. The sympathies of the audience 
or reader were therefore no longer with the government but with the 
private citizenry or the lone vigilante.

Generally speaking, early American conversion narratives carried a 
conservative message, refl ecting a retrenchment in media politics in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s. Film, for instance, witnessed a conservative 
shift away from the inter-war experimentalism and radicalism of the 
New Deal era. In 1946 Hollywood’s future head of the Motion Pictures 
Producers’ Association, Eric Johnston, warned that ‘We’ll have no more 
Grapes of Wrath, we’ll have no more Tobacco Roads, we’ll have no more 
fi lms that treat the banker as villain.’58 Johnston himself was an enforcer 
of the wartime media control apparatus, which wished to extend its 
lease on life into the post-war period. The movie industry itself soon 
famously became the object of scrutiny of the House Un-American Affairs 
Committee (HUAC), when in 1947 the ‘Hollywood Ten’ screenwriters and 
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directors were forced to testify on alleged subversion in the American fi lm 
industry.59 The result was the de facto blacklisting of ‘un-American’ radical 
writing talent and the informal censorship of fi lm content to conform to 
patriotic and conservative motifs. By the mid-1950s the American fi lm 
industry was even the object of a covert scheme, ‘Militant Liberty’, to inject 
freedom motifs into its movies, supported by directors and actors such as 
John Ford and John Wayne.60 Scholars outside the USA have begun to 
examine the degree of politicisation of their own industries. In the case of 
Great Britain Tony Shaw concludes that this was less intrusive, but that an 
informal network did exist of ‘ministerial overtures, either directly with 
“friendly” producers or directors’, or through the fi lm censorship board, 
or funding and information control.61 In the Eastern bloc research has 
just begun, but it is clear that Zhdanov’s campaign in 1948 represented 
a cultural crackdown against ‘cosmopolitanism’ and Western infl uences. 
Stalin took a personal interest in fi lm scripts,62 as did the East German 
Ministry of Culture. What is also evident in the GDR, at least, is that 
crypto-market forces began to compete with political correctness, to 
the extent that the fi lm industry became increasingly dependent on 
‘apolitical’ fi lm treatments of classic novels and fairytales which could 
be exported to generate revenue.63 State control of culture and leisure, 
even in the East, tended to wane as the cold war went on.64

At the height of the cold war, however, even the United States was 
not averse from politicising its popular culture. During the McCarthyite 
investigations Wayne himself had already starred as Big Jim McClain 
(Ludwig, 1952), a film praising the work of the HUAC fight against 
communist infi ltration of the unions and suggesting that those pleading 
the fi fth amendment were in fact all communists. The telling location of 
the investigation in Hawaii, and Wayne’s reverential visit to the hulk of the 
USS Arizona, a victim of Pearl Harbor, remind the audience that pre-emptive 
action is permissible this time around. The conversion narrative faced a 
particularly diffi cult task, however, in persuading the public that informing 
on neighbours was an honourable duty. The classic fi lm treatment of this 
dilemma was Elia Kazan’s On the Waterfront (1954), in which whistle-
blowing against corrupt union offi cials became a metaphor for naming 
names before HUAC. The fi ght against communism recruited the most 
unlikely auxiliaries. Film noir thrillers even witnessed petty criminals, such 
as the pickpocket anti-hero of Pickup on South Street (Fuller, 1949), turning 
their skills to the advantage of the FBI. Hoover himself clearly saw the 
value of using the movie industry for good public relations.65 

Yet by the late cold war it had become almost axiomatic in popular 
culture that the intelligence services themselves were the enemy. One 
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can follow this trajectory of conversion to subversion in the spy thriller, 
for instance. Ian Fleming’s James Bond started off battling the Soviet 
SMERSH, but by 1961 Fleming had decided to tone down the political 
background by introducing the criminal organisation of SPECTRE.66 This 
was a tendency reinforced by the Bond fi lms in which, as often as not, as 
in Diamonds Are Forever (1971), a criminal-terrorist third force holds the 
world to ransom, forcing a temporary alliance between the superpowers. 
This reached a peak in 1977 in the fi lm version of The Spy Who Loved 
Me, where Bond teams up with his (female) KGB counterpart, Major 
Amasova, in a form of intelligence détente. Such depictions welcomed cold 
war bipolarity as a stabilising force. Yet both the literary and fi lm Bond 
represented a spy with whom the audience was still meant to identify, 
whereas other treatments were far more questioning. Graham Greene 
had already poked fun at the intelligence services in Our Man in Havana 
(1958; fi lmed in 1959 by Reed), suggesting that a salesman was capable 
of deceiving his handlers by passing off diagrams of vacuum-cleaner parts 
as atomic secrets. More serious in intent was John le Carré, who made 
his breakthrough in 1963 with The Spy Who Came In from the Cold. In his 
early novels, although it is suggested that the intelligence services of both 
East and West employ equally underhand techniques, the ends justify the 
means for MI6. The later le Carré was far more condemnatory of the West. 
In a less cerebral way, fellow British spy author Len Deighton attacked the 
establishment values of the intelligence community, but was still patriot 
enough in his Hook, Line and Sinker trilogy (1988–90) to suggest that the 
fall of the Berlin wall had been engineered by British secret agents. In 
this case, however, reality had overtaken fi ction, forcing Deighton to add 
layer after layer of retrospective (and rather unconvincing) justifi cation 
for the MI6 deus ex machina.67

Little work has been done on this sort of popular culture on the other 
side of the wall. Nevertheless, the East Germans also understood the value 
of popularising their own spies. In 1963 the fi lm For Eyes Only: Streng 
Geheim (Veiczi) depicted a clean-cut Stasi agent behind enemy lines in 
southern Germany, secretly gathering the West’s alleged plans to invade 
the East. It obeys many of the conventions of early Western conversion 
narratives. The agent manages to convince a defected Czech operative, 
who presents the case for the easy life in the West, to return with him 
to the East; the Americans are all portrayed as decadent, sunglasses-
wearing exploiters of the local population, including their womenfolk. 
East German television audiences were also treated to another hero of 
the ‘invisible frontier’ in the shape of Achim Detjen, an undercover agent 
working in Bonn. Some young East Germans were moved enough by his 
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exploits to cite him as a reason for joining the Stasi.68 Yet the partisanship 
of the hero fi gures in the GDR could reach such proportions as to become 
counter-productive. The reader’s report for the GDR’s most famous spy 
thriller, Der Gaukler (1978) by Harry Thürk, a fi ctionalised version of the 
Solzhenitsyn case, complained that friend and foe imagery was too crass: 
‘the black only gets blacker, the white whiter’.69 Readers would hardly be 
able to credit that the defection of such a high-ranking dissident had all 
been the work of the Western intelligence services. Thürk was thus asked 
to tone down the omnipotence of the CIA in his drafts of the novel. The 
GDR’s other prolifi c thriller writer, Wolfgang Schreyer, initially pleased 
the Ministry of Culture with tales aimed against the CIA’s interventions 
in Central America and South-East Asia. By the 1980s, however, he was 
beginning to use his manuscripts for coded critiques of bureaucracy 
under socialism, to the extent that publishers felt obliged to shun this 
previous bestseller. Finally, in frustration, Schreyer turned to publishing 
one short story in the West, unaware that it would be syndicated to 
Playboy magazine, much to the anger of his local Communist Party.70

The theme of paranoia was also one which science fiction films 
picked up on, often literalising the notion of a fi fth column. Following 
conservative science fi ction author Robert A. Heinlein’s The Puppetmasters 
(1951), which had giant sluglike aliens attaching themselves to the 
nervous systems of unwitting hosts, movies such as Invaders from Mars 
(Mackenzie, 1953) showed everyday citizens, including policemen, being 
taken over by alien beings. The theme was more famously repeated in 
It Came from Outer Space (Arnold, 1953) and Invasion of the Bodysnatchers 
(Siegel, 1956), in which citizens who outwardly looked normal, carried 
a dark inner secret. Yet, as Peter Biskind has shown, such fi lms require 
careful unpackaging to reveal a liberal or conservative bias in the 
fi lmmaker.71 Arnold’s aliens prove to be benign; whereas Siegel’s are more 
threatening. The cultural historian must pay close attention to where the 
audience is being asked to place its loyalties: with the forces of corporate 
‘big government’, in the shape of police, soldiers and scientists, or with 
the maverick individual. The subversion narrative was increasingly to 
side with the individual and to depict the government not as part of 
the solution, but part of the problem. As we shall see, however, this 
individualism was to experience a further subdivision into anarcho-liberal 
and conservative-vigilantist variants.

The transition from the ‘anodyne to terror’ as Paul Boyer has put 
it,72 can likewise be traced in nuclear fi lms.73 Initially, the armed forces 
continued the wartime tradition of cooperating with Hollywood to 
produce a patriotic message about war readiness. Strategic Air Command 
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(Mann, 1955) recalls James Stewart, himself a real airforce veteran and 
thus assured of audience sympathy, to active duty against the selfi sh 
protests of his wife.74 Likewise, Invasion USA (Green, 1952) converts a 
self-indulgent late-night cocktail bar crowd who cannot take the cold 
war seriously. By the fi nale, however, after a hypnotic premonition of a 
future under communism, even the most hardened hedonist, including 
the heroine, who only a month ago ‘wanted a mink stole – I thought it 
was important’, has come to realise that she must do her bit; she heads 
for the nearest blood bank. The same can be said of public information 
fi lms sponsored by the Federal Civil Defense Administration (FCDA), in 
which the main enemy appeared to be apathy. Shorts such as The House in 
the Middle (1954) suggested that keeping properties tidy and well-painted 
would make them more resistant to the thermal blast of nuclear attack! 
Therefore, even housework and DIY became part of the national defence 
effort.75 Popular novelists such as Philip Wylie, himself an adviser to the 
FCDA, produced similar parables on readiness, comparing the fates of 
two fi ctional Midwest towns to show the perils of not taking civil defence 
seriously in his 1954 Tomorrow!76

It did not take long, however, for fi lm to start to parody these patriotic 
jeremiads. Indeed, one of the drawbacks of popular culture, from a 
propagandist’s point of view, is the tendency for the formula to try to 
outdo itself in each successive outing; the line between the sublime and 
the ridiculous is a narrow one, and parody was effectively built into the 
genre. A fi lm such as Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1963) could hardly have 
been more different from Strategic Air Command in satirising the dangers of 
rampant militarism. The fi lmscript itself was taken from a serious thriller, 
but Kubrick decided that black comedy was the only way of doing justice 
to the horrors of nuclear warfare. The 1960s witnessed other satirical takes 
on the cold war. Joseph Heller’s 1961 novel Catch 22 suggested a corrupt 
military-industrial complex, and its fi lm version in 1970 by Mike Nichols 
could be seen as a parable for Vietnam and the futility of bombing. 
Likewise, Robert Altman’s M*A*S*H (1970) transported representatives of 
the counter-culture back in time to the Korean war, in what was a thinly 
disguised version of Vietnam. Yet it could be argued that the culture 
industry itself was partially able to tame these subversive tendencies. In 
the M*A*S*H television spin-off, which ran from 1972 to 1983, anarchists 
such as Trapper John were soon replaced by more sober characters, and 
the fi gure of the corrupt reservist, Colonel Blake, gave way to the more 
avuncular Colonel Potter.77

1960s subversion narratives had tended to champion the liberal 
cause against authority. Yet a more conservatively tinted version of anti-
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authoritarianism emerged in the 1970s and above all the 1980s. On 
this reading, the Federal government itself was viewed as the front for a 
conspiracy against the American people, or was guilty of betraying them. 
Films such as Capricorn One (Hyams, 1978) indulged conspiracy theorists 
who had suggested that the Moon landings had been faked, to suggest 
a Mars mission in which government plays an elaborate hoax on the 
public. The fi lm’s depiction of a state-within-a-state of black helicopters 
and secret service personnel became common currency in later fi lms. 
The classic of the genre, with an unambiguous conservative revisionist 
agenda, was certainly Rambo, whose second outing in First Blood II in 
1985, supported conspiracy theorists claiming that the government had 
abandoned its missing GIs in Vietnam. Sylvester Stallone now provided 
a fantasy, asking ‘Do we get to win his time?’; the answer from Reagan, 
posturing for a more muscular foreign policy, was an emphatic yes. By 
this point the subversion narrative was being offi cially endorsed by the 
government itself. But all of these, including the crassly anti-communist 
Red Dawn (Milius, 1984), in which teenage American freedom fi ghters 
engage in guerrilla warfare against an imaginary Russo-Cuban occupation, 
refl ected the resurgent anxieties of the second cold war of 1979–85. In 
a microcosm of the shifts from the 1950s to the 1960s, this was in turn 
followed by a period of celluloid détente as Gorbachev appeared on the 
scene in the mid-1980s. The mood lightened in fi lms such as Red Heat 
(Hill, 1985), in which Schwarzenegger’s tough Moscow militiaman helps 
combat organised crime alongside James Belushi’s more laid-back Chicago 
cop. Or in Robin Williams’ comedic depiction of Vladimir Ivanoff, the 
loveable defector in Moscow on the Hudson (Mazursky, 1984).

There has also been work on the shifting politics of comic books.78 Sex 
and violence were the unacceptable face of American comics in the mid-
1950s, but many continued the patriotic wartime trend of ‘golden age’ 
comics, led by Captain America in 1941 who defi ed isolationism to become 
an early internationalist in the fi ght against Hitler. In the immediate 
aftermath of the Second World War there were not quite so many overtly 
political themes, although the Korean war did cater for some war stories.79 
Yet the superpowers needed superheroes, and the fantastic forces of nature 
unleashed by the atom led to a spate of ‘silver age’ superheroes in the 
1960s from Marvel Comics. This generation of superheroes managed to 
harness the forces of nature to an unrefl ective moral crusade for good. 
There were also several overtly cold war superheroes such as Iron Man, 
who was even prepared to lend a hand against the ‘Red Barbarian’.80 More 
interestingly perhaps, in the second cold war of the 1980s, a darker and 
more subversive alternative comic variant emerged in the form of the 
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graphic novel. Frank Miller pioneered the anti-superhero with a sinister 
new, vigilantist Batman, in which the issue of nuclear war was tackled 
head-on.81 The British text-writer Alan Moore took this disaffection to 
new heights, from a more identifi ably leftist perspective, in his Watchmen 
(1986–87), in which America’s superheroes have become superannuated 
and corrupt, in an alternative future in which the USA has won the 
Vietnam war and President Nixon still rules.82 Thatcherism also became 
the subject of a dark allegory in Moore’s V for Vendetta, which was set in 
a totalitarian, crypto-fascist future Britain.83

The question remains here of whether Hollywood directors and 
producers, but also comic book writers, were simply following the 
changes in the political climate, or were a driving force capable of shaping 
public opinion. Future research will perhaps show how rapidly the culture 
industry could respond to political changes of climate. Were some fi lm 
scripts and novel drafts rejected at certain points as inopportune? How 
closely were they matched to shifts in public opinion? Since popular 
culture was consumed by millions, despite its apparent superfi ciality or 
frivolity, by sheer dint of numbers it was a powerful social force. Scholars 
such as Stonor Saunders have suggested a high degree of manipulation. 
Yet we should be wary of thinking that all popular culture followed a 
state-driven agenda. The exploitation movie, the low-budget B-movie 
production, often simply took a situation – be it organised crime, nuclear 
warfare, or climate change – then applied a formula.84 The chief motive 
of doyens of exploitation cinema such as Roger Corman was to make 
money.85 They realised that audiences liked to be frightened. This was 
the cold war as grand guignol, which may, in itself, have helped to defuse 
tensions. But what seems undeniable is that popular culture exploited the 
cold war as much as cold warriors used the culture industry. It provided 
the ultimate thrill of potential nuclear extinction. The spy novel was 
also capable of giving the illusion that even the most humdrum offi ce 
clerk might secretly be doing vital work (and therefore be more attractive 
to the opposite sex). We hope that it is also clear, nonetheless, that 
some popular culture, certainly by the late 1960s, had matured and was 
capable of profound statements on the confl ict. A sceptical generation 
of fi lmmakers, bestseller-writers, graphic artists and popular musicians 
learned to use culture to describe the deep sense of alienation which 
the cold war had engendered. Neither of these tendencies, exploitation 
schlock-horror, or anti-authoritarian critique, was what the (high) cultural 
cold warriors necessarily intended. Yet it would be one way of reading a 
semi-autonomous ‘cold war culture’ as set out above.
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At the same time, future research must examine the ways in which 
Western popular culture penetrated the iron curtain, but also prompted 
a homegrown communist popular culture which attempted to act as an 
antidote to the headier capitalist concoctions. Radio was perhaps the chief 
transmitter of Western ideas and trends. Although the Soviet Union was 
heavily jammed, much of Eastern Europe had relatively ready access to 
the ether. Much of the existing literature focuses on the more obviously 
propagandistic branches of broadcasting and on spoken-word radio.86 Yet 
in the GDR, at least, the most listened to station among youths was the 
pop broadcaster, Radio Luxembourg, receiving sack-loads of East German 
listeners’ mail before the wall. If they did not have tape-recorders, East 
German rock fans were capable of phonetically transcribing the lyrics of 
English songs from the radio. The East German agit-prop authorities had 
also taken to broadcasting ‘forbidden’ popular music to attract Western 
soldiers on the GDR’s Freiheitssender 904. It then proved impossible to 
stop other East Germans tuning in, resulting in the GDR setting up its 
own youth station, DT-64. Despite the Politburo’s best efforts, this too 
broke East Germany’s own rules by broadcasting a majority of its output 
in English. The study of popular culture outside of its American heartland 
promises, therefore, to be highly instructive for the former Eastern bloc. 
A greater geographical diversifi cation will also help to avoid a replication 
in the academic sphere of the sort of ‘cultural imperialism’ of which 
America was accused at the time. As we have shown, this is beginning 
to happen for some areas of Eastern Europe; but the other East, East 
Asia, remains largely terra incognita, apart from the odd, but welcome 
exception. Expanded methodological horizons through popular culture, 
as well as high culture, will also help to bring the ‘people’ more sharply 
into focus in a history of the cold war. In a period as heavily mediatised 
as the cold war, in which television came to shape popular perceptions 
to an unprecedented degree,87 cultural history is also social history.

conc lus ions

The cultural turn in cold war history does also have profound implications 
for how we regard the outcome of the cold war. Was it the result of missiles 
and moles, or shopping baskets and creeping modernisation? Joseph Nye 
has suggested that ‘soft power’, a government’s ability to spread its values 
in a form of Gramscian cultural hegemony, is just as important as hard 
military and economic power in asserting national interests. According 
to Nye: ‘Long before the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, it had been pierced by 
television and movies. The hammers and bulldozers would not have 



 culture 257

worked without the years-long transmission of images of the popular 
culture of the West that breached the Wall before it fell.’88 cold war leaders 
had realised this, whereas the current Bush administration has apparently 
unlearnt this lesson. Cultural cold warriors were aware from the start that 
culture was an attractive propaganda proposition, precisely because it 
was perceived by many to be apolitical. With growing access to the fi les, 
historians can, of course, show that behind the scenes this was anything 
but the case. Yet whereas it might be concluded that in the realm of high 
culture, the cultural cold war was stalemated, or resolved itself around 
differences between modernism and traditionalism which cut across the 
iron curtain, in terms of popular culture it was a very uneven contest. The 
profi t motive driving Hollywood and Motown, Marvel Comics and Pan 
Paperbacks, was always going to produce more, and often better, than 
in the East. There, governments literally could not afford to go beyond 
satisfying the people’s needs to addressing their aspirations. Too much 
desire was a bad thing. In the broader perspective, therefore, the cultural 
cold war can be seen as an early stage in the process of globalisation, 
in which not only the nation-state, but a bloc-wide system, was unable 
to withstand the transnational pressures of consumer capitalism. This, 
in turn, has profound implications for how we do cold war history. 
Foreign policy, military and intelligence establishments will no doubt 
remain at the centre of the jigsaw, but will now be joined by a much 
larger array of pieces: from broadcasters to public intellectuals, from 
fi lm reviewers to television viewers and radio-listeners, from rock stars 
to amateur musicians, and even the ordinary shopper and conspiracy 
theorist in the street. In short, in order to move beyond the cold war’s 
sites of cultural production to the sites of reception, we need to embrace 
the ‘state–public network’.
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10
decolonisat ion and empire

john kent

The transitions that the world has undergone, and is still undergoing 
since 1945, have seen a new interest in ‘empire’. Since the end of the cold 
war the unilateral exercise of American power under the second Bush 
administration in particular has been included in the ‘empire’ debate.1 
The fact that some conservative American commentators are beginning 
to regard the idea of an American empire and the exercise of American 
power with a degree of satisfaction and pride has distracted attention 
from the ways in which the old European empires were dismantled after 
1945 and the changes that were thus produced. Although authors like 
Michael Doyle continue to analyse the roles of maritime empires,2 land-
based empires of former days now play a more prominent role in imperial 
literature. The rise and decline of great powers and their empires is more 
connected to hard power factors – military and economic power – and 
the nature of European decolonisation and soft power elements have 
been marginalised.

Paradoxically this has been done more with regard to the cold war, and 
in misleading orthodox ways, than with an emphasis on the accompanying 
decline of twentieth-century European empires. Despite the fact that the 
transfer of power, in the sense of political and administrative control, 
was generally accompanied by a French and British desire to retain 
infl uence – a lesser manifestation of power – ideology and ideas have 
been underplayed. In other words decolonisation was initially connected 
to a wish to continue exercising power on the international stage as geo-
strategic concepts intermingled with the ideology of the cold war and 
concerned policy-makers grappling with the ending of European empires. 
As the early cold war began transforming the international system, and 
before the more aggressive US policy began in 1948, decolonisation was 
only partially in evidence. It was only later in the decolonisation process 
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in the 1950s and 1960s that the exercise of power, regarded more and 
more as infl uence through the usage of a softer form, came to dominate 
and the cold war became more intimately connected to decolonisation. 
This process was primarily a phenomenon associated with the British and 
French (although each were infl uenced by very different colonial and 
imperial traditions as well as by different administrative practices) and 
the British aim was also to gain a special place in the American empire, 
unlike the French.3

Both the United States and the Soviet Union during the wartime alliance 
had been opponents for different reasons of European empires and the 
possession of colonies. Autarchic trading blocs were not welcomed by 
American capitalism whatever their ideological hue but such sentiments 
applied specifi cally to colonies were disappearing even before Franklin D. 
Roosevelt’s death in April 1945.4 In recent history, the informal empire of 
the United States, along with that of the Soviet Union, have been linked 
to the elements of hard power that preceded the cold war years in which 
the European empires collapsed. The standard hard power framework 
analysed in the cold war has been one of a bipolar competitive world 
of the superpowers with their nuclear weapons and arms acquisition. 
As such with less emphasis on soft power, the superpowers can be more 
aptly compared with the old pre-war empires in terms of their acquisition 
of territories and political domination. When it comes to the processes 
that produced the abandonment of European empires after the Second 
World War the hard power explanation of decolonisation and cold war 
is certainly less persuasive and re-enforced by the collapse of the Soviet 
Union. During the latter stages of decolonisation the role of empires, the 
British in particular, was much less defi ned by the means of control and 
the exploitation of resources as features of power. Imperial powers are 
now having to adjust to a relative lack of such hard power capabilities. 

Even as early as the end of the Second World War, empires, in their most 
obvious forms of economic exploitation and political domination, that 
were projecting ‘power in the world’ were no longer regarded as acceptable 
parts of the international system. They therefore had to contribute 
to increasing the state’s power and status within the international 
community in some other way – infl uence in less tangible and concrete 
forms. Yet they were to some extent reprieved by the onset of the cold 
war, even if the latter is interpreted primarily as an ideological confl ict, as 
opposed to a geo-strategic battle featuring nuclear weapons and economic 
resources. The debates over the nature and meanings of empires and 
European decolonisation are clearly associated with and inseparable from 
the cold war world which had to deal with the new states produced by 
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the ending of European colonialism. In this situation it was not just a 
relationship between the imperial states and those that they ruled, which 
had existed on a basis of political subordination (colonialism), that was 
having to fi nd a new relationship. The cold war world was one in which 
the relationship between the imperial states and the superpowers was 
also refl ected in the nature of the state system itself and the changes the 
cold war produced. Whether decolonisation was merely a footnote to 
the cold war is therefore a very pertinent question.5

The early cold war itself, in orthodox explanations, has been defi ned 
simply as a response to the Soviet geopolitical challenge and misrepresented 
as a response to a Soviet military threat which was never perceived at the 
time.6 NATO was never designed to meet a Soviet attack by protecting 
Western Europe through the deployment of conventional forces in a 
military alliance. Western policy-makers saw alliances as a means to 
meet the ideological challenge through political organisation. Empire, 
whatever the associations with military and economic strength, became 
at the same time part of this political and ideological challenge involved 
in the pursuit of the cold war. How one defi nes these international 
developments in an increasingly globalised and decolonising world after 
the Second World War depends very much on how one defi nes twentieth-
century European empires. (Just as the defi nition and use of the term 
‘Third World’ in relation to the global system depends on perceptions 
of how the system operates in relation to the cold war.7) The ideological 
questions asked by the cold war (which system or bloc were the countries 
emerging from colonial rule freely going to choose to align with) then 
became linked to ending the colonial relationship between rulers and 
ruled. And, crucially, to how this new relationship could replace the 
hard power, in military and economic terms with which it had been 
associated in the past. For the Europeans this had been signifi cantly 
reduced, relative to the USA, by the war and that power loss would 
have to be replaced by other forms of infl uence that could satisfy, or be 
represented as satisfying, the requirements of the cold war. In that way 
the old imperial roles could serve to represent power in international 
terms through the prestige, status or infl uence that could no longer just 
be defi ned by hard power criteria or the exercise of an outmoded form 
of political or economic domination. The legacy of empire would have 
to fulfi l a cold war role, using military deployments of a lesser kind, not 
to deal with hot war threats, but to prevent any destabilisation of the 
capitalist system or undermining of Western interests and values.

In that sense the old terminology of empire which applied to the 
nineteenth-century European empires has become less appropriate for the 
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debates about cold war and decolonisation. Yet ‘hegemony, ‘unilateralism’ 
and other terminology defi ning the nature of the global distribution of 
power are equally unhelpful. Old imperial terms such as ‘assimilation’, 
‘association’ and even ‘indirect rule’ are also not relevant to the collapse 
of the Soviet empire. Nevertheless it should always be remembered that 
during the cold war the concept of ‘colonialism’, and in particular its 
relationship to decolonisation or the ending of formal administrative 
controls, was always distinct from the concept of ‘imperialism’ broadly 
defi ned as the projection of power in the world. And as the British empire 
was transformed into a Commonwealth and the nature of Britain’s 
relations with its former dependencies radically changed, the ambitions 
or pretensions of Britain to remain a great global power remained or were 
arguably strengthened. Whether this could be best expressed through the 
decolonisation process or by continuing to conduct military operations 
and station troops in various parts of the world was yet to be determined 
in a cold war context.

It was a question of trying to retain global status as a world power while 
abandoning empire through decolonisation. In a cold war world which 
produced its own ideological requirements these same requirements might 
be used as a screen for more traditional imperial positions of regional 
infl uence. This was the cold war road the British were to travel down with 
particular emphasis on their informal empire in the Middle East. Here 
the transfer of political authority had largely taken place before 1945 
and the close relationship between cold war, empire and global infl uence 
should not therefore be much of a surprise. Even less so if one defi nes 
the cold war as an ideological struggle over cultural and socio-economic 
systems, which aimed to win the hearts and minds of the people in the 
world’s newly independent states. This aim and its political realisation 
was of course part of the British justifi cation for an overseas presence and 
the retention of global power status. It enables us to understand how a 
declining imperial power was affected by, and still able to infl uence the 
international system when its far fl ung possessions were demanding the 
freedom which communism threatened to remove.

The Second World War had proved to be the most crucial event in 
undermining European rule and in transforming global power relations. 
Its onset had caused consternation and fear amongst governments and 
elites in Europe. The fears of British Conservative leaders, such as Neville 
Chamberlain, concerned the domestic consequences of a major war. It 
was considered that a price would have to be paid for the cost of social 
reform by conservative elites if the British empire was forced to fi ght, 
and for the next 40 years that price proved to be considerable.8 Yet 
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appeasement was adopted for many reasons, including the exposure 
of the imperial bluff long played by Britain with its possessions in East 
Asia and the Pacifi c. Another related economic reason put forward by 
the Prime Minister was the actual fi nancial cost expected to be borne 
by the British taxpayer of preventing chaos and disorder in areas under 
British colonial rule. In each case the non-negotiable issues were the 
socio-economic order at home and the importance for global power 
and infl uence of the British empire abroad. Internationally the latter 
could be compared to the British upper classes being fundamentally 
important to the British way of life in national terms. In the event both 
the national and international were seen as coming under threat after the 
war when the Allied failure to agree on the power political concessions 
and compromises needed for an agreed post-war international order led to 
tensions and disagreements by 1946. These then produced confrontation 
and cold war animosity on both sides from 1948 onwards.9 The position 
of the British Commonwealth in strategic terms had consequently to 
be preserved in new ways. These now became linked to the ideological 
challenges of the cold war and the anti-colonial movements which made 
decolonisation unavoidable.10

This breakdown of the Grand Alliance and the emergence by 1948 
of the ‘war fought by all means short of international armed confl ict’ 
signifi cantly affected the ideological changes experienced by empires.11 
Initially the main hope had been that the standing of the British empire, 
or Commonwealth, as it became known, could be preserved through 
cooperation with the USA and the Soviet Union. Empires and spheres 
of infl uence could then be preserved under a cooperative framework 
embodying the security arrangements needed to prevent another world 
war.12 But doubts grew between 1946 and 1948 about achieving this and 
reconciling the Big Three’s perceptions of their vital interests within it. A 
‘new’ Commonwealth and a United Nations based on internationalism 
that would enable the hard power problems of the former empire to be 
subsumed within a new international order also disappeared. And with 
it the hope that decolonisation and a ‘global power’ role for Britain could 
thereby be accommodated in a cooperative international order.13

In a sense that also had implications for the viability of the British 
strategy that developed in the 1930s preceding the outbreak of war. The 
need to avoid internal colonial disturbances in Africa, the Caribbean 
and Palestine in particular produced the initial, hesitant embrace of 
signifi cant change for the colonies, as opposed to the white Dominions, 
in Whitehall.14 The British colonial empire soon became seen as having 
to follow, in the larger colonies at least, the path previously taken by the 
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Dominions. This would refashion the means by which infl uence in the 
Empire/Commonwealth was remade and presented to fulfi l the status 
and prestige needs of a liberal world power. In part this was a response 
to the diffi culties many colonies had experienced during the Depression 
and in part a refl ection of liberal feelings within the Colonial Offi ce. 
Most of all it was also a response to the challenges threatening Britain’s 
world position at the head of what was still a great empire of considerable 
geographic spread. If the position of the British Empire/Commonwealth 
was to be retained after the war then it would be necessary to avoid the 
expenditure on troops to deal with the revolts that had been occurring 
in various parts of the empire.15 The colonial empire was now expected 
to provide, not so much the manpower and resources, but a source of 
prestige and infl uence that a refashioned colonial relationship, with help 
from Treasury funds, would provide. It would embody development to 
meet colonial needs, and self-government, if not complete independence, 
would be prepared for.

Ten years later the problem of the cold war and the preservation of 
British power produced a more acute problem. It had not been fully faced 
when the wartime assumption had been that some form of international 
great power cooperation would continue. Hence the British reaction to the 
Indian demands for self-government which was not only conditioned by 
the Prime Minister’s personal experience of India in the inter-war years,16 
but by the fact that the concessions made to Indian nationalists were 
made before the cold war had become an entrenched characteristic of the 
international scene.17 Prior to this it was easier to abandon a possession 
where infl uence could be linked to a new ‘internationalist’ global role 
in the hope of great power cooperation. Unfortunately after India was 
promised independence, the domestic threat to the socio-economic order 
in Western Europe was now radical enough to threaten more than social 
reform. And it was more potent internationally as the ideology of Soviet 
communism was backed by the hard power of a major victorious state. 
It is the author’s view that the two threats have been conveniently but 
misleadingly confl ated by historians just as the possession and subsequent 
loss of a colonial empire has been confl ated with the loss of British power. 
And while the former was a policy, albeit often expressed on the right in 
a reluctant acceptance of the inevitable, the latter was never accepted, 
either at Suez or with Tony Blair’s determination to maintain a ‘pivotal 
global (not European) role’ for a twenty-fi rst-century Britain.18

The development of a new imperial role after 1945 embodied such 
liberal concepts as economic and social development and welfare and the 
preparation of less developed colonial people for self-government in the 
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modern post-war world. It was only one aspect of the transfer of power 
and the end of empire, and not exclusive to Britain. The abandonment 
of world power status which a global role had provided was quite another 
and a more diffi cult challenge for policy-makers to confront. However 
for the British, global infl uence on the world stage was going to be based 
faute de mieux on less tangible concepts than economic or military power 
by the use of concepts such as prestige. Thus power in the words of one 
senior offi cial would not be ‘represented by money and troops alone’, but 
by ‘what the rest of the world thinks of us’.19 This was quite a different 
matter for a declining power eager to cling to a pivotal role in the world 
to provide. Thus in order to understand the relationship of cold war to 
British decolonisation it is necessary to distinguish the ending of colonial 
rule from an acceptance of a loss of prestige and world power status. The 
latter was not seen as the inevitable result of the former and in areas 
on informal empire like the Middle East, however, ‘power’ was defi ned. 
The loss of status was only accepted, if at all, with extreme reluctance 
and after the cold war in the 1950s had been used as a screen to try and 
conceal it prior to the Suez debacle.20

The French were in a rather different position regarding their world 
role that had previously been based on colonial possessions. They had 
entered the Second World War with the hope that their colonies would 
compensate for the superiority of Germany in manpower and resources 
and emerged from it with a particular attachment to those African 
territories which had fought for the Free French. Under de Gaulle in 
1945–46 the French were equally taken by such concepts of prestige or 
gloire (equivalent to the British raison d’être of world power status), but 
the Second World War had left them very little in terms of either hard 
power or prestige. Infl uenced by French traditions of assimilation they 
developed a concept of empire based less on the idea of decolonisation 
and more on the de jure abolition of colonies. The French possessions in 
their overseas empire would become part of a newly created French Union 
along with metropolitan France. As the colonies became parts of overseas 
France, equality in name, but not in substance, would be granted. At the 
same time individual indigenous inhabitants would receive the empty 
promise that they too could become citizens of the ‘one and indivisible 
French republic’ through in effect assimilation on an individual basis into 
the newly created French Union. These indigenous inhabitants would be 
offered social and economic reforms and the territories of overseas France 
would receive a not insubstantial amount of money in development aid 
from metropolitan France.21 
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Unfortunately at the end of the war the French failure to satisfy the 
demands of Ho Chi Minh and Vietnamese nationalists, eager for full 
independence, immediately produced an armed confl ict in 1946. It 
was a confl ict which revealed the limited impact of the French Union 
in enhancing French prestige outside Europe. The French problem in 
Indochina was soon interpreted by the Truman administration as very 
much part of a cold war struggle in Asia, and one which lacked an 
economic resource rationale and failed to offer a strategic benefi t for 
the West (or for the French) in any hot war. Yet the strength of the armed 
resistance of the nationalist movement in Vietnam, although quickly 
affecting the global situation as well as the future of the French Union, 
produced a French reaction which contrasted with the British responses 
to anti-colonial movements in South Asia, if not in Malaya.

Not only were the key British decisions on Asia taken in the hopeful 
atmosphere of the immediate post-war world, but the Middle East (in the 
perceptions of the British empire that were dominant amongst British 
policy-making elites) had already replaced India in importance during the 
inter-war years.22 In addition, the full scale of the British metropolitan 
need for imperial resources to assist with economic recovery was not 
fully appreciated until 1947. The latter was a hard power factor that 
produced a confl ict between the liberal requirements of decolonisation 
and the resource needs of European post-war recovery which the British 
had to meet through increased economic exploitation of the colonies.23 
This did not meet the pre-war need to portray the empire in liberal, 
progressive, development and welfare terms. Planning to infl uence world 
market prices for the benefi t of colonial producers ran headlong into 
the problems for European recovery of the dollar gap.24 This produced 
a clear contradiction between maximising colonial production to earn 
dollars or replace goods purchased by Britain in the dollar zone, and the 
need to prevent surplus British production increasing colonial access 
to consumer goods for the benefi t of producers.25 Hence the greater 
importance of a political commitment to self-government if Britain’s 
continuation as a world power was to be justifi ed in ways that replaced 
the image of an exploitative colonialism. Inevitably the emphasis now 
had to be put on the development of the political relations between 
Britain and anti-colonial elites in those territories, like the Gold Coast 
(now Ghana),26 which were leading the way towards self-government. 
If British infl uence was to be retained then the process of decolonisation 
and the transfer of power would have to meet the political rather than 
the economic criteria desired by the developing anti-colonial movements. 
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And there remained those geo-strategic areas of the British empire where 
no power was to be transferred. 

The Middle East was one such area at the end of the 1940s, because 
apart from the colonies of Aden and Cyprus and the shore of the Gulf, 
in the greater Levant area cooperation in the transfer of power could 
no longer lead to a new form of British infl uence. The relationship 
embodying British infl uence had to be refl ected in military bases and 
close cooperation with or domination of indigenous elites, many of 
whom were not representative of the local population. Yet the regional 
infl uence this produced was still a crucial element of British power in 
the world. As the 1950s began this power could not be easily sustained 
by military capabilities that were declining.

In the Soviet empire Stalin had always been preoccupied with the 
consolidation of his own and the Soviet state’s power. The Soviet leader 
did not have to worry about the nuances of an imperial role for the Soviet 
empire. Yet for the American leadership, whatever the nature of the 
American empire that had emerged by the end of the war, their attitudes 
to the concept were conditioned by the cold war. Their fi rst priority 
required the rebuilding of Western Europe and it was only with events in 
South-East Asia and Indochina, particularly after 1948, that the United 
States turned its attention to other areas of the globe. Africa had been 
perceived initially as playing a useful contributory role in cold war Europe’s 
reconstruction, and the United States only developed a distinct policy for 
Black Africa in 1952.27 One year later a more independent policy towards 
the Middle East was adopted in the wake of the rise of Mossadeq in Iran 
in 1951 and Dulles’s tour of the region in 1953.28 Whatever importance 
is attached to the idea of a growing and informal US empire has often 
been associated with the material rewards available in Middle East. On 
the other hand for the Americans the cold war generally had gradually 
become more of an ideological confl ict since 1948. Hence their concern 
with decolonisation and the future of the former European colonies, 
which grew as their attainment of self-government and a ‘responsible’ 
place in the cold war ideological alignment appeared more necessary for 
the West’s winning of the global ‘hearts and minds’ battle.

This American shift of emphasis followed the debate that developed 
in the wake of NSC-68 under fi rst Truman and then Eisenhower, and 
the Soviet atomic and later hydrogen bomb explosions. Crucial to both 
was the devising and then the questioning of a more aggressive, but 
ideological, American cold war strategy that had developed since the 
issuing of NSC-7 in 1948.29 Covert action aimed at subverting communist 
rule in Eastern Europe and the USSR was becoming riskier as the dangers 
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of a hot war being produced by the aggressive pursuit of the cold war 
increased in the thermonuclear age. As the diffi culties of undermining the 
Soviet Union or its satellite empire in Eastern Europe increased, former 
non-self-governing territories and those on the verge of independence 
assumed greater cold war importance, irrespective of the communist 
success in China at the end of 1949. 

Assisting this shift was the growing American realisation that the 
commitment to ‘development’ in the Afro-Asian world could not 
simply be left to Europeans. The implementation of purely European 
development plans, even if assisted by Point Four aid instigated by the 
Truman administration, was inevitably to bring accusations of imperialism, 
exploitation and neo-colonialism.30 This was becoming increasingly 
damaging in the cold war world of the 1950s. The spotlight was therefore 
put more fi rmly on the nature and progress of decolonisation precisely 
because of these changes in the cold war environment.31 One immediate 
dilemma that American governments faced, and were to continue to face, 
was instantly obvious. Cooperation with the European colonial powers 
was an essential requirement of NATO. Even if the political purpose and 
value of the organisation is emphasised as it should be, (rather then 
its military role), there was an obvious contradiction between avoiding 
European unhappiness with an anti-colonial US role and meeting the 
ambitions of newly emerging colonial elites. The latter were eager to 
follow in American footsteps and break free from the constraints on their 
political freedoms imposed by colonialism.

In 1950 it was clear that the same American pressure that was placed on 
the Dutch (the USA even considered withdrawing Marshall aid) to prevent 
the suppression of so-called nationalist forces in Indonesia could now not 
be so easily applied elsewhere.32 Nor could the Eisenhower administration 
rely on economic largesse to replace demands for political change as 
the British had already discovered. If the British in the Gold Coast were 
therefore willing to adopt a strategy of placating nationalists by seizing 
the initiative in taking the steps that would gradually replace colonial 
rule with self-government or independence, others in the early 1950s 
were not. While the Portuguese and the French remained committed 
to the pretence that colonialism had in effect been superseded, no one, 
least of all the anti-colonial leaders in Indochina and North Africa, was 
prepared to believe them. For the Portuguese, even though the challenge 
did not come until the 1960s, economic benefi ts from trade, combined 
with emigration from Portugal, made the fascist elites in Lisbon eager 
to cling on to the colonies of Mozambique, Guineé and Angola in the 
face of anti-colonial movements. Once again assimilation and social 
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reform in the colonies, because they did not herald the adoption of 
self-government which might take the sting out of communist attacks 
on Western imperialism, were unacceptable to the Americans. The 
exploitative and unequal relationship that European empires seemed 
to represent could no longer be hidden for the Portuguese by the cold 
war. Although for the next two decades this did not prevent attempts 
by Lisbon to do just that and point to the stability allegedly produced 
by the rule of capitalist states.33

It was of course always diffi cult for the USA to deny that dissatisfaction 
with colonial rule contained more than an element of truth however 
much the Western colonial powers might point to the benefi ts brought by 
colonialism. Dulles, not one prepared to go against the American traditions 
of freedom and anti-colonialism, initially sought to square the circle by 
arguing that for cold war reasons the comparison between colonialism 
and communism should be advantageous.34 Unfortunately not only 
had few colonial people become aware of the benefi ts of colonialism, 
even fewer had suffered at the hands of communism. The idea of the 
Third World, a term fi rst coined by Alfred Sauvy in 1952, seemed to 
imply not just a quest for an alternative to the fi rst and second worlds 
but ‘to be something’ to the solidifying cold war global alignments. It 
was also implied and argued that, like their French predecessors in the 
third estate, the members of the Third World had experienced some sort 
of subservience and a denial of rights. The Third World was exploited 
in the same way as the nobility and religious orders had exploited 
the third estate and its destiny was therefore a revolutionary one that 
rejected all forms of imperialism. In the cold war context the success of 
decolonisation had to avoid any such radicalism. 

Under Eisenhower, the cold war and any attempt to avoid siding with 
the Afro-Asians required that self-government become a sine qua non, to 
the annoyance of the French who were not offering it in the early 1950s. 
The US determination to push for the granting of self-government, or 
at least an acknowledgement that those under French rule were moving 
toward such a goal, was played out fi rst in Morocco and Tunisia. Support 
for the political movements led by ‘moderate’ indigenous leaders came 
from both the Americans and the United Nations. Despite the fact that 
the war in Algeria broke out in November 1954, the progress begun by the 
then Premier, Pierre Mendes-France, in North Africa was soon extended to 
other parts of overseas France.35 The loi cadre, embodying this in the form 
of representative assemblies in the overseas territories, was conceived 
in 1955 and implemented in 1956. As this occurred, the French, in a 
process that the Portuguese were later to follow with limited success, tried 
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time and again to persuade the Americans that a continued European 
presence was desirable for cold war reasons and the cohesion of the 
Atlantic alliance. The British too, or at least the Foreign Offi ce, were not 
averse to playing the communist card to avoid international interference 
through the United Nations.36 Yet by 1956 they had convinced Dulles 
that by organising ‘responsible’ collaborators they would implement the 
transfer of power successfully. Colonialism of the liberal British variety 
would serve as an excellent preparation for entry into the modern cold 
war world so enabling the USA and the colonial powers to work towards 
the same ends in Africa.37

In West Africa things appeared to be going smoothly there for British 
decolonisation and its US cold war supporters despite the obvious dilemma 
which the crux of the problem revealed. Crucial to any commitment to 
self-government and independence was the timing of the transfer of 
power. This became more problematic as the cold war became more 
signifi cant for the future of the Third World. If power was transferred 
too slowly there would be time for the radicalisation of anti-colonial 
movements as the more moderate leaders proved unable to deliver the 
political goods. This fear of losing control of the burgeoning nationalist 
or anti-colonial movements was a strong one in the United States as well 
as in Britain. On the other hand the converse problem was transferring 
power too quickly. If that proved to be the case, independence in an 
unprepared new state ran the risk of heralding instability and economic 
or political disorder which could be exploited by communism.38

In the Middle East the Americans became generally unconvinced that a 
European presence would provide the infl uence necessary to ensure that 
instability was not the precursor of radical nationalism which in turn 
might lead to communism. In the Middle East the issue was ensuring 
that those who had received power in the past continued in the early 
and mid-1950s to use it for the maintenance of British infl uence and 
prestige. Ostensibly, the military base in the Suez Canal Zone and the 
Baghdad Pact existed to meet the cold war needs of the British in military 
strategic terms, the reality was somewhat different. Given the lack of 
hard power military capabilities, the status and prestige they gave to 
the Britain came from the apparent justifi cation they provided for a 
leading British regional role. The distinctions between informal empire 
with its emphasis on power, global roles and ideology, and the colonial 
practices of decolonisation remained important in understanding the 
British empire in different regions of the globe in the 1950s. 

The battle for the leadership of the Middle East initially centred on 
Britain and Egypt and eventually culminated in the traumatic debacle of 
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Suez and the temporary rupture it produced with the United States. The 
positive contribution or otherwise of colonial territories was becoming 
less important for Britain’s world role and global infl uence, however 
defi ned, than relations with the United States. Attempts to justifying 
the benefi ts of colonialism and decolonisation were of little or no value 
after 1956. This was to continue to be the case in the 1960s. At the 
end of the decade it was to be the withdrawal from East of Suez that 
produced division and some consternation about the implications for 
Britain’s world role. By then the critical cold war role of the United 
States had overshadowed the regional roles of old imperial actors. In 
a sense Suez had been of less signifi cance for the future of the British 
Commonwealth than for the future of British relations with the United 
States. From the 1950s the cold war was used to justify the maintenance 
of British power, now based more and more on British prestige. At the 
same time ensuring that Britain’s weakness in terms of military strength 
was not exposed and that Britain’s ability to impose its will on other 
countries remained key imperial and cold war goals even after Suez ended 
its regional leadership.

Yet paradoxically the interpretations given to strategy, security and 
geopolitics associated with individual dependencies in the 1950s remained 
a key consideration especially in the Middle East even when they could 
produce no tangible effect on the implementation of operational 
plans. An understanding of this requires an accurate analysis of hard 
power in the cold war that changed in the early 1950s. The ability of 
the decolonising British to rely on strategic bases to implement a given 
military strategy was no longer refl ecting the realities which the conduct 
of military operations required. In the Middle East the ability to defend 
the Northern Tier, the ostensible barrier whose defence would allegedly 
contain the Soviet Union was in fact a facade involving nuclear deception 
plans directed against the fellow signatories of the Baghdad Pact.39 The 
reality was that any Soviet military advance could not be halted but 
the requirements of British infl uence and status as a world power could 
endeavour to use the cold war as justifying a position in the region by 
providing the main rationale for its defence, however meaningless these 
were in operational terms.40

Suez removed the possibility of an Anglo-French entente distancing 
the two colonial powers from the United States. The British concluded 
that any world role had to be played in conjunction with the United 
States, not as a fully independent power but as a fully dependent one that 
would use the term ‘interdependence’ to mask this reality.41 France, on 
de Gaulle’s return to power in 1958, instead looked more to Europe and 
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a leading French role within it affecting global politics, and the bipolar 
division of the globe. De Gaulle turned from empire to seeking infl uence 
through a leading role in Europe to change the global alignments of 
which the cold war was as integral part. French status would be boosted 
by the erosion of the two blocs and the development of a more nuanced 
realignment of global power and infl uence. Hence the granting of full 
independence to the majority of French overseas possessions by 1960. 
The French empire had nothing to offer France’s world role in the 1960s 
and nothing to contribute to the modernisation of the French economy 
– rather the reverse.42 France would achieve greater international status 
after decolonisation by having a key impact on Europe and through that 
on the bipolar world. It would enable France to play a more decisive 
international role by weakening the blocs and withdrawing from the 
military structures of NATO. This would promote détente between East 
and West and France’s importance in a settlement of the German problem 
would bring Europe, led by de Gaulle and the French, to greater global 
prominence in a transformed Western alliance.43

As French decolonisation came to embody more of a European focus 
for the means of achieving a greater global impact, Britain by contrast 
was to remain obsessed with a non-European focus in its perceptions 
of a desired place in the cold war world. Despite the retreat from East 
of Suez that followed the main stages of decolonisation, British plans 
after Suez continued to focus on how best to be perceived as a world 
power with global rather than European status. For the British their world 
role formerly embodied solely in the liberal British empire now became 
embodied in the United States, and for both Harold Macmillan and later 
Harold Wilson the term ‘interdependence’. Today Blair prefers to describe 
the same dependence as Britain’s pivotal world role.

It was fortunate for the process of decolonisation, as opposed to 
the defi nition and manifestation of a British world role, that Dulles’s 
approach after 1955 was so positive. The American Secretary of State 
saw great virtue in the sensible preparation for the self-government and 
independence of the colonies as viable new states.44 There was a slight 
hiccup after his death when the USA became convinced in late 1959 that 
the British were going too slowly with the process of transferring power 
in the Central African Federation.45 The problems of multi-racialism as 
a preferred solution to African majority rule seemed temporarily to have 
stalled the steady progression to meeting the demands of the indigenous 
African people. It was, however, put back on track by the commitment 
to African majority rule in Kenya at the Lancaster House Conference in 
January 1960 and by Macmillan’s ‘winds of change’ speech to the South 
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African Parliament the following month. Thus Washington’s concerns 
were eased by the shift from ‘multi-racialism’ and ‘partnership’ to a policy 
which was ‘non-racial’ and which the ‘winds of change’ embodied in 
preparing the fi nal stages of British decolonisation.46 From London’s 
perspective, the decolonisation process in Africa was complicated by the 
pace and timing of the progress of still dependent territories in the face of 
inter-racial problems, and secondly the means by which the West should 
seek to retain the sympathy and support of newly independent states 
in Africa and to prevent them being ‘subverted by Soviet infl uence’.47 
The non-racial ‘winds of change’ and the concession of the principle of 
African majority rule effectively sealed the fate of the Central African 
Federation before the Monkton Report undermined its feasibility even 
further by recommending African majority rule in Northern Rhodesia 
(Zambia) later in 1960.48

By then the two main cold war crises of the latter stages of the main 
European decolonisation process that the US government had to face were 
both in evidence. The fi rst was in the Belgian Congo (now the Democratic 
Republic of Congo) in 1960, when, on the achievement of independence, 
the weaknesses of the fl edgling state were quickly exposed. If there were 
any lingering doubts in the Macmillan government about delaying the 
preparations for self-government as opposed to getting out before being 
embroiled in the ghastly mess the Congo became they were quickly 
dispelled. As Iain Macleod, the British Colonial Secretary, described it, 
the problem was now ‘to achieve an orderly transfer of power to the 
Africans without losing the confi dence of the Europeans’.49 The new 
Congo government had tried to develop a sense of Congolese nationalism 
to supersede the regional rivalries that had been increased by the sudden 
and rapid Belgian transfer of power. With most of the Congo’s fi nancial 
reserves expatriated to Belgium50 and no time for the independent 
government to prepare either an appropriately trained administrative 
cadre or a suitably trained African army, it was only a matter of days after 
independence that Belgian troops were sent in to restore order. For the 
Americans in particular the issue was the establishment in the eyes of 
the world of a viable African state in the Congo to confi rm the success of 
Western methods in transferring power. These should be for the benefi t 
of the Africans rather than for their former masters, but carried out in 
ways that would ensure that all doors to Soviet communist or radical 
socialist infl uence remained fi rmly closed. The old link between empire 
and cold war was again in evidence if no longer linked to benefi ting the 
British position in the world. For the British, the Congo and its cold war 
implications reinforced the need to abandon empire in Central Africa 
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before its world position was damaged. The cold war aim was now to 
avoid the delay that preparations for self-government and the retention 
of infl uence threatened to produce when the problems of racialism or 
left-wing ideas threatened stability in Central Africa.

The cold war dimension was made more problematic by the secession 
of the Congo’s mineral rich province of Katanga with the help of 
expatriate Europeans and the staff of the Union Miniere de Haut Katanga. 
The United Nations was called in by the new Congolese government of 
Patrice Lumumba, outraged by the reappearance of Belgian troops, but 
was soon nervous about ending the secession of Katanga through the 
use of military force. When, as a result, Lumumba appealed for Soviet 
help and began to receive Russian transport aircraft, the African cold 
war fat was in the fi re. It took three years of American diplomacy in 
liaison with the UN, accompanied by murder, mass killing, inter-African 
wrangling and bitter European hostility to the UN as well as prolonged 
negotiations in Africa and Europe, before the Kennedy administration 
succeeded in bringing the secession to an end. It stuck fi rmly to its policy 
of creating viable African states free from European colonialism and 
Soviet communism despite British and French doubts, yet it was a pyrrhic 
victory for the success of decolonisation in Africa.

The other cold war crisis faced by the administration began in 
neighbouring Angola in 1961. It took 13 years before progress in 
decolonising the Portuguese empire was subsequently made with the 
coup in Lisbon. During this period the role of the UN in pushing for 
the ending of colonialism and the acceptance of the principle of self-
determination was again in evidence, if less controversially. The UN 
resolution of December 1960 condemning colonialism as a denial of 
human rights and calling for the immediate transfer of power was passed 
with the support of the Kennedy administration. Although this was 
not welcomed by all government offi cials, the United States then also 
supported a specifi c resolution in March 1961 calling for Portugal to 
introduce reforms in Angola that would enable the indigenous people to 
exercise their right of self-determination.51 The Kennedy administration 
fi rmly believed that the outcome of the cold war would be signifi cantly 
determined by how the United States was able to infl uence the choices 
made by the emerging nations now independence was seen as both 
inevitable and desirable. Even the renewal of the Azores Base agreement 
(military arrangements for hot war), which Kennedy did not wish to 
jeopardise, did not derail the commitment to self-determination and a 
successful transfer of power as part of American cold war aims.
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The importance of winning the hearts and minds of Angolans 
emerging from the European decolonisation process as opposed to the 
importance of using a military base in the Azores again refl ects two 
different understandings of the cold war. Military power and the securing 
of overseas bases of strategic signifi cance is a prerequisite of hot war 
which is linked to, but far from constituting the essence of cold war. 
For the Africanists in the State Department in particular, who were 
infl uential in the Kennedy administration, the ideological battle and 
the contrasting ways of life were what constituted the essence of the 
cold war. For the United States in 1961, therefore, Africa was the most 
important battleground for hearts and minds. For the Europeanists, Berlin 
and the NATO conventional deployments were seen as more important. 
These two opposing views embody the hard power realist views on the 
cold war expressed through arms races and military alliances to maintain 
‘security’ or geo-strategic interests. Critics of realism at the other end 
of the spectrum see the cold war in terms of ideologies, propaganda, 
psychological warfare and other forms of soft power. 

The Portuguese left few stones unturned in their effort to convince 
the Americans that their policies of demanding change in Portuguese 
colonial policy, and the abandonment of Angola and Mozambique, would 
help communism and be fatal for Western interests. The Portuguese 
Foreign Minister, Franco Nogueira, told the US ambassador that not only 
was Angola more important than Berlin, but that the Portuguese were 
prepared to face a third world war to retain their African colonies.52 The 
rationale for the Portuguese resistance to decolonisation was neither 
strategic nor military nor even based on an ideological struggle. Portugal 
defi ned itself as a nation needing colonial possessions to provide economic 
opportunities for its citizens who were settling more in the colonies after 
the Second World War. And more importantly the Portuguese needed to 
overcome perceptions of Portugal’s inferior status as a weak and relatively 
impoverished European power.

At the start of the 1960s as Britain entered the final phase of 
decolonisation, uppermost in policy-makers’ minds was the dependent 
relationship with the United States that would maintain a world role for 
Britain. It was now producing divisions within the Macmillan government 
over what that role would mean in hard power terms. Could Britain 
afford to play an important military role out of the NATO area and still 
devote resources to the Commonwealth by stationing troops in many 
non-European areas? Could the abandonment or weakening of a NATO 
role in order to emphasise a world role that required deploying forces 
East of Suez be compatible with American ideas on the confl ict with the 
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Soviet Union and China and the maintenance of stability in the less 
developed world? This was the question addressed by the Macmillan and 
Home governments still determined on the maintenance of a world role 
as power was transferred.

In 1960 Macmillan’s thoughts on how to do this in a cold war 
situation still refl ected the longstanding dilemma of a declining power 
– is it necessary to cut commitments or can this be avoided by repeated 
cost-cutting measures that spread deployments more thinly? With the 
formation of NATO this had been considered as involving effective 
operations in both a major hot, a limited hot and a cold war. In addition 
there was the provision of nuclear weapons as symbols of British power 
and their use in Europe if the deterrent failed. Operational deployments 
would justify and contribute to British infl uence/prestige as a world power 
with or without a colonial empire. Macmillan saw some value in reducing 
overseas out-of-area (the area covered by NATO) limited war capabilities 
and replacing them by forces for police-type operations and internal 
security. The arguments against this considered the adverse impacts on 
the sterling area and the latter’s political contribution to British infl uence 
which the Foreign Offi ce was well aware of.53 The issue soon ceased to 
be a choice essentially between a world role and European one, if it ever 
had been, despite the failed application for the EEC in 1961 and the 
increasing loss of the colonial empire. 

Avoiding a choice between Europe and a world role was made easy by 
the request of the Kennedy administration during the Berlin crisis for a 
troop build-up in Europe which ended the hope that a reduction in the 
British Army on the Rhine (BAOR) could be used to reinforce an overseas 
presence. The Conservative government was inclined to emphasise the 
importance of its ‘East of Suez’ commitments in defending Western 
interests overseas. This view was expressed by the Defence Secretary, Peter 
Thorneycroft, and by the Chief of the Defence Staff, Lord Mountbatten, 
who believed it was ‘only in this world wide infl uence, the heritage of 
Empire, that we can hope and should try to maintain our special position 
in the Anglo-Saxon community and in the world’.54 As the Macmillan 
government neared its end, the support for a world role was clear even if 
British deployments in support of it were more in question. The colonial 
empire had now become much more of an awkward problem which 
had to be got rid of in the most convenient way that would not damage 
Britain’s international position. Equally problematic had become the 
importance of Britain’s European role in contributing to this world role. 
The means to be employed to ensure that Britain could wield infl uence 
in Washington to obtain that support remained unclear. 
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As in 1948 the main advocate of the importance of a European role 
in doing this was the Foreign Offi ce, but the government of Sir Alec 
Douglas-Home (Macmillan’s successor) was reminded in 1964 that Britain 
was the only country that had a presence in all parts of the world.55 
Yet it never became a simple choice between Europe and the world 
because of what could be done to maximise the appearance of power. 
Should Britain consider becoming a more important European power to 
persuade the United States that it should be listened to? But by retaining 
its Commonwealth connections, now the colonial empire was largely 
gone, expressed in out-of-area military commitments would it not be 
more useful to Washington in cold war terms? The other factor was 
decolonisation becoming more about how Britain could escape from a 
post-imperial role embodying fi nancial assistance for the smaller island 
colonies, especially in the Caribbean.56 When the Labour government 
assumed offi ce the problem was still white settler opposition and the 
existence of an ‘independent’ white ruled Southern Rhodesia. This was 
soon to be prove an intractable problem to escape easily from when 
British world power status was proving more diffi cult to maintain in the 
changing cold war as resources for military deployments were harder 
to stretch.

Most important in this realisation was the Confrontation with Indonesia 
(1963–66) and its costs. Stemming from the formation of Malaysia which 
incorporated Borneo, Malaya and Singapore, the British attempted to 
restrict the communist tendencies in Singapore but retain the use of 
defence facilities there at a lower cost.57 Almost immediately it proved 
an initial disaster and provided for the loss of facilities at a considerable 
cost. Indonesian opposition to Malaysia centred on accusations of neo-
colonialism and ensured that rather than saving money while retaining 
commitments, Britain would have to bear the burden of confronting 
Indonesia in a low-intensity war with around 20,000 troops. When the 
Labour government assumed offi ce in October 1964 it immediately 
confronted the necessity of ending Confrontation in order to deal 
effectively, 20 years too late, with reducing British defence commitments 
in line with rational economic priorities. The determination to retain a 
signifi cant degree of prestige and status on the international stage had 
been a feature of decolonisation in redefi ning Britain’s relationships with 
non-self-governing areas outside Europe. In the past it had overridden 
sensible economic choices about the maintenance of commitments 
helped by the cold war and irrespective of decolonisation.

The whole issue of an overseas presence and world power, now that 
decolonisation was in its fi nal stages by 1965, would have to be tackled 
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by the Labour government of Harold Wilson. The Prime Minister initially 
had personal and deep rooted prejudices in favour of the Commonwealth 
and a world role for Britain. In May 1965 he told Rusk he would rather pull 
troops out of Germany than pull any out of the Far East.58 The USA, which 
had been supportive of both decolonisation and British involvement 
in Europe, now had in Vietnam a more emotive commitment to cold 
war competition in the Third World, and the Johnson administration 
encouraged London to retain its ‘East of Suez’ commitments. Britain 
was also committed before 1966 to the maintenance of its unique 
commitment to Aden and the Gulf over and above the enormous and 
growing importance of Kuwait for its sterling reserves. Yet Wilson was to 
become disillusioned with the Commonwealth.59 The Commonwealth 
had certainly changed as the 1960s progressed after the formation of the 
Secretariat and the departure of the South Africans in 1961. 

However Britain was not like France in confronting a situation where 
economic strength, cold war priorities and French world power status 
required a new commitment to Europe and the rejection of empire. 
The British approach under Macmillan, and later, was to seek world 
power status through combining a role in Europe with its former imperial 
traditions that were eventually deemed to provide a ‘pivotal world role’. 
Certainly while the retreat from Aden and East of Suez at the end of 
the 1960s was in a sense ‘decolonisation plus’, this apparent turn away 
from the world and its regions outside Europe was now refashioned. 
New ways short of choosing Europe or the world, involved using Europe 
and the world for expressing British infl uence in new ways. Even a past 
British presence in parts of the less developed world could still claim 
to embody infl uence, because of experience, and prestige centred on 
‘special’ links with the United States (interdependence) and an important 
role in, but not as an integral part of, Western Europe. Wilson may 
have reversed his initial Commonwealth preference dictating military 
deployments and prioritised NATO when telling Rusk in 1966, before he 
applied again to join the Common Market the following year, he would 
prefer to keep troops in Germany if the cost issues with the Germans 
could be overcome.60

The increasing economic difficulties inclined the new Labour 
government to pursue steps, with the Defence Review and White Paper 
of 1966, such as the decision to abandon Aden and to reduce the UK’s 
military capabilities for overseas intervention. For a number of MPs, and 
civilian and military offi cials, the gradual retreat from ‘East of Suez’ was 
diffi cult to accept, as it undermined both the policy of ‘interdependence’ 
with the Americans and constituted a loss of British prestige. However, 
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the devaluation crisis of November 1967 led the Cabinet to reluctantly 
decide to order the complete withdrawal of British forces from the Middle 
East and East Asia by 1971. It can, however, be argued that while the UK’s 
foreign and defence policy was henceforth focused upon Europe, successive 
British governments could not envisage completely surrendering Britain’s 
world role. The UK’s intervention in Oman (1970–76), the Falklands 
confl ict (1982) and the Blair government’s commitment of British forces 
to Sierra Leone (2000) and the US-led interventions in Afghanistan and 
Iraq show that to some degree the traditions of both ‘interdependence’ 
and the imperial legacy still persist in Whitehall.61 

conc lus ions

If the cold war had been useful in the 1950s in slowing the pace of 
decolonisation and loss of hard power in the Middle East it had precisely 
the opposite effect in South-East Asia during the later 1960s. Yet as has 
been argued it was never a choice between world and European roles 
but how the global role could best be retained through British infl uence 
which could no longer depend on the deployment of British forces. If 
Britain had pulled militarily out of non-European areas under Labour, 
despite pressure from Washington with its own desires on how Britain’s 
global position could best serve American interests, this mirrored US 
policy on decolonisation. Washington aimed to ensure that its strategy 
in the cold war was supported by European decolonisation and then also 
to ensure, which proved much more diffi cult, that the use of military 
force in and out of Europe was equally useful. A later Labour leader, even 
though the cold war had ended, was to put token military force faute de 
mieux back East of Suez with unedifying consequences. The attempt was 
again to maintain the facade of a pivotal global role through helping 
the United States.

After the debacle of Suez in 1956, empires became less and less important 
and more and more diffi cult to reconcile with a British cold war role, as 
soon became evident in South-East Asia. Europe was looming ever larger 
but as a factor to be integrated into the means chosen to remain a world 
power, not as a means to replace Commonwealth and empire as a source 
of power and infl uence in hard or soft terms. Once British requirements 
of replacing formal colonial controls but still maintaining world power 
status in the cold war world are better understood and disaggregated, the 
Europe/wider world alternative becomes more complex. On the one hand, 
using the legacies and traditions of empire/Commonwealth to fulfi l a 
global role through expenditure on defence out of area had to be compared 
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with what Europe could provide in terms of infl uence with the Americans 
to produce the facade of British world power. A global role would combine 
the contribution to NATO in Europe, emphasised by the Foreign Offi ce, 
with a commitment to an out-of-area role despite the signifi cance of the 
withdrawal from East of Suez. It was not an ‘either/or’ choice but more one 
of tinkering with developments that might be prioritised or emphasised 
within a framework committed to both.62 As in the reassessments after 
Suez, the EEC applications of 1961 and 1967, decolonisation and even in 
the retreat from East of Suez in 1968, there was support for a world role 
and for a European role that would help provide it.

Decolonisation or negotiating ‘the orderly end of empire’ was one of 
the main achievements highlighted by a Foreign Offi ce review of policy 
overseas in the 1960s.63 The reappraisal of Britain’s role in the world was 
one of the results of that process in the cold war which remained linked 
to, but very different from, military strategy and its translation into 
operational deployments. This reappraisal was another milestone which 
the Foreign Offi ce paper drew attention to. Meaningless deployments 
were catching up with Britain which could ill afford a full scale military 
confl ict with Indonesia. Yet at the start of the decolonisation process 
the Foreign Offi ce remained fi rmly committed to a world role and to a 
European and Atlanticist emphasis for British foreign policy.

These roles could never be retained through the perception of an 
‘either/or’ choice between the old imperial projection of power and the 
new economic strength that might be developed and translated into 
political infl uence in Europe. Britain could in the 1960s, as today, so it 
was erroneously believed, only remain a world power by combining a 
European role with one that built on Britain’s history and experience in 
areas way beyond Europe. Only through that combination could Britain 
convince the United States of its important and distinctive role in the 
world and thereby wield infl uence in Washington. Accepting the wishes 
of the United States at the expense of Britain’s own interests could not 
yet in the 1960s be guaranteed, as the Anglo-American arguments and 
ill feeling demonstrate. Compared with the loss of Empire the loss of a 
global role for military power, however insubstantial, was always harder 
to contemplate. This was the context in which the Labour government 
discussed the abandonment of a military role East of Suez and the political 
infl uence that might be attached to it in the cold war.
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