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Political Psychology, Vol. 19, No. 1, 1998 

The Impact of Personality on the End of the Cold 
War: A Counterfactual Analysis 
Fred I. Greenstein 
Woodrow Wilson School 
Princeton University 

The end of the Cold War is examined with respect to the impact of Mikhail Gorbachev, 
Ronald Reagan, and their respectiveforeign secretaries. This discussion yields an approach 
to the systematic examination ofcounterfactual questions about the impact ofpolitical actors 
on historical outcomes. 
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For more than four decades, the United States and its allies, and the Soviet 
Union and its fellow socialist states, were poised in a thermonuclear standoff. Each 
side had the capacity to transform the human condition into something resembling 
the state of nature envisaged by Thomas Hobbes-"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, 
and short." Only the fear of mutual assured destruction preserved the peace. 

Then, in the second half of the 1980s and the first two years of the 1990s, the 
Cold War came to a rapid, unexpected, and remarkably peaceful end, culminating 
with the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe and the implosion of the Soviet 
Union. There is no historical precedent for a struggle of such a magnitude, duration, 
and lethal potentiality to have ended so decisively. 

My purpose in this presentation is to examine the role of political psychology 
in the end of the Cold War. I do so with particular emphasis on the impact of 
particular leaders on that outcome, focusing mainly on Mikhail Gorbachev and 
Ronald Reagan and secondarily on Eduard Shevardnadze and George Shultz. I 
concentrate on the period when Ronald Reagan was in the White House, because 

Presidential address presented at the 20th Annual Scientific Meeting of the International Society for 
Political Psychology, Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland, 21-24 July 1997. 
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events were very much in the saddle after George Bush took office in January 1989, 
and political outcomes were determined more by the circumstances in which the 
leaders found themselves than by their own political psychologies. It seems 
particularly to the point to be examining this topic at a conference held in a nation 
in which free discussion of such a matter would have been impossible during much 
of the period of international contention that is now happily in the past. 

In reviewing the historical record, I make no assumption that all the details of 
my account will stand the test of time. Still, a great deal is already known, and I 
am more concerned with stating a thesis and clarifying the analytic issues raised 
by examining it than reaching a definitive historical conclusion. As a specialist in 
political psychology and American politics, I devote more attention to the better- 
documented American side of the story than to the Soviet side, drawing on the 
extensive body of memoirs and other primary-source records of the Reagan 
presidency and the emerging scholarly literature on the end of the Cold War.1 

My preoccupation with human agency conveys no implication that political 
actors are unmoved movers. Quite the contrary. Without environments that are 
pervious to human intervention, even the most gifted leader can make no mark. A 
devastating forest fire may be the result of human action, but there is little likelihood 
of such a conflagration in a rainforest. Moreover, much of the impact of leaders 
takes the form of unintended consequences and does not constitute leadership in 
the sense of informed strategic action. 

Analytic Distinctions 

When we say that an actor has had an impact on a particular historical 
occurrence, we are in effect making two interdependent claims. One is that his or 
her actions were causally linked to the outcome under consideration. The other is 
that they were not actions we would have expected from other similarly situated 
actors.2 Ordinarily, we are also in effect implying that the outcome was in some 
sense significant, since there is little reason to study the effects of actors on 
superficial aspects of public affairs. 

There is no doubt that the termination of a conflict that could have been 
devastatingly destructive is significant, or that Reagan and Gorbachev had the 
capacity to take consequential actions. In the United States, the ubiquity of the 
military aide who carries the "football" that would enable the president to trigger 
the nation's nuclear arsenal is a reminder of the chief executive's ability to take 

1 For overviews of the events discussed in this paper, see Oberdorfer (1991), Garthoff (1994), and 
Dobbs (1997). A further valuable source is a transcript of the 1993 Princeton conference of former 
high aides of Reagan and Gorbachev (Wohlforth, 1996). For an elaboration and fuller documentation 
of my assertions in this paper, see Greenstein (1996). 

2 See the discussion of actor dispensability and action dispensability in Greenstein (1969, pp. 40-58) 
for a fuller formulation; see also Greenstein (1992). 
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autonomous action, even though in many areas of policy presidents are highly 
constrained. The specifics of nuclear command and control in the former Soviet 
Union are less well known, but there is abundant evidence that Mikhail Gorbachev 
had substantial capacity for independent decision making during the period of 
concern here. 

It is less evident, however, how one can even address the question of whether 
the personal qualities of particular leaders make a difference. The claim that a 
leader's attributes mattered in a particular outcome is, in effect, a counterfactual 
assertion about the universe of potentially available leaders who might have figured 
in the events that led to that outcome. The presumption is that at least some, and 
possibly all, members of that universe would not have acted as the leader in question 
did in the given circumstances. As the important recent volume on the topic by 
Tetlock and Belkin (1996) makes clear, such thought experiments are the very stuff 
of assertions about historical causality, even though many historians deny their 
utility. 

Thought experiments have a bad name in large part because many of them 
posit complex and unverifiable chains of causality, but counterfactual reasoning 
about specific, short-run causal historical links is another matter. The very stipu- 
lation of such thought experiments can be the first step toward clarifying important 
causal issues and suggesting the means of exploring them. 

An instructive example can be taken from the American military intervention 
in Vietnam in 1965. According to one influential thesis, the United States commit- 
ted its military forces in Vietnam because of the realities of the American political 
system, which tends to prevent leaders from taking actions that may be desirable 
in the long run but that are politically unpopular in the short run.3 That proposition, 
with its implication that the particular characteristics of President Johnson and his 
associates made little difference, is too general to be addressed in any systematic 
manner. 

But considerable intellectual rigor is possible if one lowers a lens on specific 
turning points in the American intervention. The most important of these occurred 
in a six-month period that began with the first American air strikes against North 
Vietnam in February 1965. In the following month, limited ground forces were 
introduced into South Vietnam to guard American air bases from attack by the Viet 
Cong. Thereafter, the mission of base defense rapidly folded into a state of affairs 
in which American troops were initiating military encounters with the communist 
forces. On 28 July 1965, President Johnson in effect ratified a fait accompli, 
declaring that the U.S. field commander in Vietnam would be supplied with 
whatever troops he needed to preserve a non-communist South Vietnam. 

3 See in particular Gelb and Betts (1979). 
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A close examination of the context in which Johnson operated, particularly in 
the initial months of the year, proves to be remarkably informative. Editorials and 
news analyses at the time show that there was widespread awareness of the threat 
of a communist takeover in South Vietnam, but no presumption that the United 
States should or would use its own military power to prevent such an outcome. 
Polls of the public and members of Congress in the same period show a similar 
lack of consensus. And the declassified record of deliberations within the Johnson 
administration reveals that Johnson's associates were far from united about the 
course of action he took. Most tellingly, the official next in line for the presidency, 
Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey, privately urged Johnson to find a way to avoid 
a military commitment.4 

This discussion has three broad implications for the conduct of counterfactual 
analysis of the effects of personality on a particular outcome: 

1. It is essential to assess the context in which the events under consideration 
took place. Some political contexts virtually dictate a particular political response 
and preclude other possibilities. No conceivable American leader could have taken 
a wait-and-see stance after Pearl Harbor. But other situations are unstructured and 
leave room for leaders with varying predilections to differ in their actions. 

2. It also is necessary to establish precisely what outcome is to be explained. 
In the case of the end of the Cold War, it is not helpful to ask in general whether 
the personal qualities of the American and the Soviet leaders of the late 1980s 
contributed to the improvement in relations between their nations. There needs to 
be a specification of the precise result to be explained. 

3. Finally, the relevant personal qualities of the individual whose impact is 

being explored must be identified and compared with those of other actors, 
especially any who under different circumstances might have occupied the position 
of the leader under consideration.5 

The Context 

Even a cursory review of the record of Soviet-American relations in the period 
leading up to the accession of Mikhail Gorbachev as general secretary of the Soviet 
Communist Party in March 1985 makes it evident that the sea change in relations 
between those nations of the second half of the 1980s was not a simple consequence 
of the political context. Indeed, Soviet-American relations had been troubled since 
1979, when the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan spelled an end to the detente that 
had prevailed since early in the decade, and they became markedly worse during 
President Reagan's first term. 

4 For an examination of Johnson's actions in February and March 1965 and the context in which he 
carried them out, see Burke and Greenstein (1989, pp. 118-149). 

5 In identifying the qualities that a particular leader brought to some action, it is possible to avoid 
circularity by observing the leader's pattern of action in contexts other than the one under considera- 
tion. For a fuller discussion, see Greenstein (1992). 

4 Greenstein 



The Impact of Personality on the End of the Cold War 

Ronald Reagan entered office in January 1981 committed to the premise that 
the Soviet Union had for some time been engaged in a massive military buildup, 
leaving the United States in an increasingly unfavorable strategic position. In 1981 
Reagan proposed and Congress approved a full 10% increase in American military 
spending. From the Soviet standpoint, the new administration's words were as 
unsettling as its deeds. American strategic planners were advancing doctrines that 
called for the United States to go beyond mutual deterrence and acquire the capacity 
to "prevail" in the event of war with the Soviet Union. Soviet military theorists, in 
turn, were advocating a similar "war fighting" strategy. 

Reagan himself oscillated between making rather general statements about the 

importance of peace and castigating the Soviets in terms that denied the very 
legitimacy of their political system. In his first press conference, Reagan appeared 
even to rule out workaday relations with the U.S.S.R., dismissing detente as "a 
one-way street that the Soviet Union has used to pursue its own aims." As late as 
8 March 1983, Reagan denounced the Soviet Union as "the focus of evil in the 
moder world" and declared that since the leaders of the Soviet Union were "good 
Marxist-Leninists . . . the only morality" they recognized "is that which will 
advance their cause, which is world revolution." The crowning aggravation, in the 
Soviet view, may have been the inadvertent transmission of a wisecrack Reagan 
made while warming up for his 11 August 1984 radio broadcast: "My fellow 
Americans, I am pleased to tell you that I've signed legislation that will outlaw 
Russia forever. We begin bombing in five minutes."6 

At least as disturbing to the men in the Kremlin was Reagan's advocacy of a 
revolutionary new space-based strategic weapons defense system, the Strategic 
Defense Initiative. Reagan viewed SDI as a defensive shield that could be shared 
by both sides and insure all concerned against nuclear war, but his proposal had 
precisely the opposite implication for the Soviets. In their view, the American aim 
was to extend the arms race into space, forcing massive new expenditures on their 
already strained military budget and eliminating the Soviet capacity to deter an 
American nuclear attack. 

Initially, Soviet officials were slow to respond, probably because of the failing 
health of Communist Party General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev. But just two weeks 
before his death, Brezhnev declared that "the ruling circles of the United States of 
America have launched a political, ideological, and economic offensive on social- 
ism and have raised their military preparations to an unprecedented level." During 
the brief tenure of Brezhnev' s successor Yuri Andropov, relations between the two 
nations worsened further. 

On 1 September 1983, the regularly scheduled Korean Airlines flight KAL 
007 was shot down by a Soviet fighter plane and all of its 269 passengers were 
killed. The resulting recriminations on both sides were of unprecedented virulence. 

6 Reagan's gaffe and the Soviet reaction to it are discussed by Oberdorfer (1991, pp. 85-86). 
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So great had Soviet distrust of American intentions become by the end of 1983 that 
in November, when NATO forces conducted a routine test of the procedures for 
release of nuclear weapons in the event of war, the KGB appears to have instructed 
its agents in Western Europe to be alert for signs of an imminent attack. 

In 1984, during the even briefer tenure as general secretary of Konstantin 
Cherenko, the superpowers inched back from the brink. President Reagan made 
a number of addresses in which the accent was on the two nations' common interest 
in finding a means to end their mutual enmity. Similar statements were made by 
Soviet leaders. In spite of the resistance of hard-liners in his administration, Reagan 
held a well-publicized White House conference with Soviet foreign minister 
Andrei Gromyko on 28 September 1984, the first such meeting of his presidency. 
Not long after, the two nations agreed to explore the resumption of arms talks. But 
these halting steps were not sufficient to reverse the overall deterioration in 
relations of the previous three years. 

Such was the political context on 10 March 1985, when in the second month 
of President Reagan's second term still another Soviet general secretary, Mikhail 
Sergeevich Gorbachev, appeared on the scene. The circumstances in which the 
leaders found themselves were unsettled and uncertain. They were as conducive to 
a return of the highly strained relations of the first three years of the Reagan 
presidency as to any kind of mutual accommodation. Certainly there was no 
expectation that a fundamental transformation for the better of relations between 
the two nations would or could be in the offing. 

What Is To Be Explained? 

In its very nature, the Cold War was not susceptible to an unambiguous ending 
comparable to that of World War II. When President Reagan left office in January 
1989, major events remained to unfold. It was not until later in the year that the 
communist regimes in Eastern Europe collapsed and not until December 1991 that 
the Soviet Union was dissolved. Still, it was plain by the standards of all but a few 

skeptics that Soviet-American relations had dramatically improved in the previous 
four years. 

Some of the change took the form of concrete agreements. In December 1987, 
the Soviet and American leaders signed the first treaty that actually mandated a 
reduction in nuclear arms, the Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) Treaty. In 
December 1988, Gorbachev announced a unilateral 500,000-troop reduction in 
Soviet military force levels. But by far the most important alteration was in 
mind-sets, perceptions, and expectations. Where suspicion there had been, relative 
trust there now was. 

One indicator of what had transpired was the responses of the American public 
in opinion polls. By 1989, Americans were giving more favorable ratings to 
Mikhail Gorbachev than to many American public figures. Americans had come 
to view the Soviet Union in glowing terms that were reminiscent of the high point 
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of Soviet-American amity during World War II (Wood, 1990, pp. ix-xii, 1, 145, 
428). 

But changes in public attitudes were mainly a function of changes in the 
attitudes of the leaders of the Soviet Union and the United States and the way they 
and their nations came to relate to each other. From the top down, communications 
between them had become more positive and constructive than at any point in the 
post-World War II period. Ronald Reagan, who did not meet with any of his Soviet 
counterparts during his first term, participated in four highly publicized summit 
meetings with General Secretary Gorbachev during his second term-the first in 
Geneva, the second in Reykjavik, the third in Washington, and the fourth in 
Moscow. 

In each summit, progress was made. The 1985 Geneva summit conveyed the 

symbolism of a new beginning. The 1986 Reykjavik meeting witnessed a veritable 
frenzy of high-stakes bargaining as the two sides debated (but finally rejected) the 

revolutionary possibility of scrapping their nations' nuclear arsenals. The 1987 

Washington summit saw the signing of the INF treaty. The 1988 Moscow summit 
was marked not only by the exchange of final INF documents but also by the 
spectacle of the two leaders ambling through Red Square. Most notable was 
Reagan's almost offhand assertion that he no longer viewed the Soviet Union as 
an evil empire: "I was talking about another time, another era" (Oberdorfer, 1991, 
p. 299). 

The Reagan-Gorbachev meetings were the most visible manifestation of a 
burgeoning of diplomatic activity in which the two foreign ministers played a 
crucial part. One of Gorbachev's earliest acts after assuming power was to appoint 
Eduard Shevardnadze foreign minister. That intensely idealistic, outgoing Geor- 
gian could scarcely have been less like his predecessor, Andrei Gromyko. Shevard- 
nadze was without prior experience or commitments in the area of foreign policy, 
but he and Gorbachev were friends and fellow New Thinkers. American Secretary 
of State George Shultz immediately reached out to establish a personal bond with 
his Soviet counterpart. As Shultz (1993) was to put it: "The difference was 
absolutely dramatic. We could have a real conversation, argue, and actually make 
headway in resolving contentious issues" (p. 744). Before long, the two had entered 
into a frank and constructive relationship in which position-taking yielded to 
mutual efforts at problem solving. 

Developments within the two nations contributed to the growing concord 
between them. In 1988, the Soviet leadership showed how thoroughly it was 
breaking with the past by announcing that all Soviet troops would be withdrawn 
from Afghanistan. Even before then, the sheer openness of Gorbachev's leadership 
was winning him support in the West. The appearance of a new Soviet reality 
reduced the tendency of American and other Western leaders to make statements 
that the Soviets viewed as provocative. And the Soviets were further reassured 
when it became clear that in the changed international climate, the Reagan initiative 
that most worried them-SDI-was unlikely to be funded at a level that would 
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make it a serious threat. When Gorbachev returned to the United States to address 
the United Nations a month before Reagan left office, the brief meeting of the two 
men was like a reunion of old comrades. 

Personalities and Their Impact 

From what has preceded, it should be evident that the metamorphosis of the 
Soviet-American relationship during the second half of the 1980s was multifaceted 
and multiply determined. So far, I have recounted that transformation without 
focusing in detail on its agents, but now the stage is set for their consideration. I 

begin by summarizing my thesis and then move to specifics. 
The thesis summarized. Stated baldly, my argument is as follows: The redi- 

rection of international relations of the late 1980s could not have occurred without 
structural preconditions, the most obvious of which was the dire condition of the 
Soviet economy, which had been in extended decline for many years and was 
further taxed by the demands placed on it by the Reagan military buildup. Mention 
should also be made of the norms and institutions of authoritarian political systems, 
which contributed to Gorbachev's ability in the early period of his incumbency to 
neutralize opponents of his policies (Hough, 1987; Tucker, 1965). 

But the change in relations between the Soviet Union and the United States 
and the accompanying internal transformations in the Soviet Union did not have 
to take place when they occurred, and did not have to occur peacefully. They might 
have been thwarted, and there might have been violence within the Soviet Union 
or between the Soviet Union and the United States if there had been a different 
outcome to the succession struggle in the Soviet Union in 1985. 

Mikhail Gorbachev was a necessary but not sufficient agent of the changes 
that concern us. His impact, which was as much unintended as intended, depended 
not only on structural circumstances but also on the unexpected and seemingly 
out-of-character contributions of Ronald Reagan. And Reagan, who in one sense 
was the overpowering presence in his own presidency, was in another sense a 

political innocent who required skilled assistance in whatever he sought to accom- 

plish. He had that in the person of his secretary of state, George Shultz, whose 

steady, clear-headed direction of American foreign policy was crucial to the turn 
in the Cold War. 

Finally, none of the foregoing actors were ciphers in a deterministic political 
process. At every stage, Gorbachev, Reagan, Shultz, and Shevardnadze encoun- 
tered the disagreement and opposition of various of their contemporaries. If they 
had been placed in the positions of the four above-mentioned leaders, those 
individuals almost certainly would have behaved differently, altering the course of 
events. 

Now to a fuller account. 
Mikhail Gorbachev: The anomalous apparatchik. How a leader with as 

flexible a personality and as much receptiveness to political innovation as Mikhail 
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Gorbachev "could have emerged from a provincial party apparatus in the north 
Caucasus," or indeed could have emerged at all in the Soviet Union, has puzzled 
even observers who devote their careers to the analysis of Soviet politics. The 
question is outside the competence of a student of American politics. One need not 
be a Soviet specialist, however, to recognize that Mikhail Gorbachev was far 
removed from the typical, hidebound products of the Soviet political order and that 
he was endowed with exceptional leadership skills. 

To a student of American chief executives, that son of a Soviet peasant bears 
a surprising resemblance to an American scion of a rural patrician family: Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt. Both were highly tactical reform politicians who lacked detailed 
overall preconceptions of the end-states they proposed to bring about. Both 
nevertheless were acutely aware of their nations' shortcomings and sought to seize 
whatever opportunities they could find to remedy them, even when it was not 
certain what the precise outcome would be. 

Roosevelt appears to have taken office without an explicit legislative program 
and probably even without the initial intention to drive a huge legislative program 
through to enactment in the epochal One Hundred Days legislative session of early 
1933 that initiated the New Deal. Gorbachev too seems to have assumed power 
without a detailed blueprint. His foreign policy departures appear to have at first 
been by-products of his efforts at domestic reform, and even the latter were not 
clearly foreshadowed by his initial statements and actions.8 

Both men had conventional beliefs for their times and contexts. FDR never 
rejected capitalism, and Gorbachev continued to view himself as a socialist, even 
after the failed coup against him in the summer of 1991 foreshadowed his fall from 
power and the imminent demise of the Soviet Union. But their acceptance of the 
dogmas and assumptions of their milieus did not prevent them from being proactive 
(as well as active) and from taking the lead in transforming their nations in ways 
that would have been unlikely if other potentially available leaders had been in 
their places. 

If, for example, the would-be assassin who narrowly failed to take Roosevelt's 
life in February 1933 had succeeded, it is unlikely that the New Deal would have 
come into being and even possible that the United States would have succumbed 
to authoritarian rule or internal war. If the Soviet leadership had selected virtually 
any member of its inner circle other than Gorbachev as general secretary in March 
1985, it probably would have limped along for additional decades very much as it 
had when Brezhnev was general secretary. 

7 The quotation is from George Kennan (Oberdorfer, 1991, p. 108). For representative analyses of 
Gorbachev, see Brown (1996), Kaiser (1991), Doder and Branson (1990), and Hough (1988). See 
also Gorbachev (1995). 

8 A striking example of Gorbachev's creative opportunism was his use in 1987 of the intrusion into 
Soviet air space of the West German teenager Mathias Rust, who landed a small plane in Red Square, 
as the occasion to dismiss Defense Minister Sergei Sokolov (Oberdorfer, 1991, pp. 228-231). 
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Unlike FDR, Gorbachev lacked mass appeal, but he was not without charis- 
matic qualities within his own circle. Just as a Roosevelt aide declared that FDR 
seemed to have been "psychoanalyzed by God," Gorbachev's associates attributed 
out-of-the-ordinary, if less awesome, qualities to their chief. Gorbachev's foreign 
policy advisor, Anatoly Cheryaev, for example, described him as a "morally and 
ethically and also physically ... very healthy man" whose "general health as an 
individual helped him to abandon Marxist-Leninist orthodoxy and to adopt a policy 
of common sense." Similarly, former Soviet Foreign Minister Alexander Bessmert- 
nykh refers to Gorbachev as a role model whose personal example led his aides to 
abandon the rigidities of Cold War diplomacy: 

He was an absolutely new type of top leader. He was absolutely human, 
accessible. The man who could love, who could curse, who could use good 
and unprintable language. He was an absolutely normal man, but at the 
same time very intellectual and very knowledgeable. So just the example 
of the man probably made us better.9 

Ronald Reagan: The innocent as innovator. If it is difficult to fathom how 
a leader with Mikhail Gorbachev's capacity for innovation could have arisen in the 
Soviet Union, it is even more puzzling that an individual with Ronald Reagan's 
limitations could have played a significant part in events as momentous as the end 
of the Cold War. That actor-publicist-ideologue, whose muddled assertions in news 
conferences bespoke the most rudimentary acquaintance with his own administra- 
tion' s policies, is an improbable candidate for the role of historical prime mover. 

Reagan' s political style, more so than those of most politicians, was not all of 
a piece. To begin with, he was more like "real people" than most politicians in his 

capacity to hold seemingly inconsistent views. Thus, he "saw no contradiction 
between speaking his mind against godless communists in Moscow and seeking to 
establish a working relationship with them, or between starting a new high- 
technology program that would negate the very basis of Soviet power and at the 
same time seeking to persuade Moscow to make large-scale cuts in its nuclear 
weapons arsenal" (Oberdorfer, 1991, p. 23).10 

Reagan's style differed markedly between its public and private manifesta- 
tions. In many of the internal aspects of his presidency, he was breathtakingly 
passive. This was especially the case in the activities through which an administra- 
tion determines its detailed policies and procedures. The memoirs of the Reagan 

9 For a review of the literature on Franklin Roosevelt, see the bibliographic essay in Maney (1992). 
The assertion that FDR must have been "psychoanalyzed by God" was made by one of his associates 
to the journalist John Gunther (1950, p. 33). For remarks of Chernyaev and Bessmertnykh, see 
Wohlforth (1996, pp. 108, 184). 

10 The classic discussion of the amorphousness of most individuals' beliefs is Converse (1964). For a 
later analysis, see Luskin (1987). 
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presidency are consistent in reporting that Reagan was uninformed about and 
inattentive to much of the specific content of his administration's policies. 1 

In his capacity as his administration's chief spokesman and salesman, how- 
ever, Reagan was the model of a presidential activist. In veteran Reagan-watcher 
Lou Cannon's phrase, for Ronald Reagan the presidency was "the role of a lifetime" 
(Cannon, 1991). In this century, only the two Roosevelts, Woodrow Wilson, and 
John F. Kennedy were Reagan's match as presidential communicators. Moreover, 
Reagan was the producer as well as the star performer of his presidency. He may 
not have composed its detailed script or directed every scene, but his values and 
his premises, no matter how vaguely articulated, were at the core of its policies. 

Reagan had a number of qualities that enhanced his ability to win the confi- 
dence of the Soviet general secretary, who eventually receded from his demand 
that SDI be confined to the laboratory and agreed to move ahead on arms control 
negotiations. He had the courage of his convictions, but he also was amazingly 
undogmatic for a putative ideologue. It did not bother him that so many of his 
advisors were appalled at his anti-nuclear views, and the attitudes of his conserva- 
tive aides did not deter him from seeking to win over Gorbachev. 

Reagan's effort to reach out to Gorbachev was advanced by his ingratiating 
manner, his skill as a negotiator, and his readiness to participate in the enunciation 
of his administration's policies. As the longtime Soviet ambassador to the United 
States Anatoly Dobrynin noted, Reagan's permissiveness enabled Gorbachev to 
continue his domestic and international initiatives. "If Reagan had stuck to his 
hard-line policies in 1985 and 1986," Dobrynin observed, "Gorbachev would have 
been accused by the rest of the Politburo of giving everything away to a fellow who 
does not want to negotiate. We would have been forced to tighten our belts and 
spend even more on defense" (Dobbs, 1997, p. 149). 

The most persuasive account of how the disparate elements of Reagan's style 
fit together is that of his first-term domestic policy advisor, Martin Anderson. 

Reagan's strong general convictions enabled him to set his administration's general 
priorities, Anderson points out, but his tactical flexibility enabled him to adjust to 
political opposition and contributed to his ability as a negotiator. His self- 
confidence made it possible for him to make decisions easily and promptly, and 
his basic humility contributed to his willingness to delegate authority. 

But delegation, Anderson adds, was Reagan's Achilles' heel. He made deci- 
sions on the basis of the options his aides presented to him, neither questioning 
them nor shaping or refining them himself. Therefore, when he had competent 
aides, as in the White House staff of his first term, things tended to go well. When 

The most relevant memoir for present purposes is Shultz (1993). Others include Anderson (1990), 
Deaver (1987), Regan (1988), Speakes (1988), and Stockman (1986). For Reagan's own account, see 
Reagan (1990). See also the memoir of Nancy Reagan, who persistently encouraged her husband to 
find a modus vivendi with the Soviets (Reagan with Novak, 1989). On the question of whether future 
records will show that Reagan was a behind-the-scenes activist, see Greenstein (1990). 
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his aides were deficient, as in the case of Donald Regan, John Poindexter, and 
Oliver North in the Iran-contra affair, the results could be catastrophic (Anderson, 
1990). 

Shevardnadze and Shultz. It remains to put the two foreign secretaries in the 
picture. It served Gorbachev's purposes to employ an associate with Shevard- 
nadze's political skills and flexibility as foreign minister, but precisely because 
Gorbachev was so much of a force, his foreign secretary did not have a major 
independent effect on events. Nevertheless, Shevardnadze was a remarkable figure. 
What other leader of an established power would have been as disposed to confront 
his associates with a fundamental moral challenge to the very principles under 
which their nation operated? 

The belief that we are a great country and that we should be respected for 
this is deeply ingrained in me, as in everyone. But great in what? 
Territory? Population? Quantity of arms? Or the people's troubles? The 
individual's lack of rights? Life's disorderliness? In what do we who have 
the highest infant mortality rate on our planet take pride? It is not easy 
answering such questions: Who are you and who do you wish to be? A 

country which is feared or a country which is respected? A country of 
power or a country of kindness?12 

George Shultz did have an important impact. His actions were informed not 
only by his extensive background as a player in Washington bureaucratic politics 
but also by his training as an economist and experience as a labor mediator. 
Moreover, he had an influence on Gorbachev as well as on Reagan. Shultz's effect 
on Gorbachev was intellectual. He took the unusual tack of playing the part of 

pedagogue with Gorbachev, providing him with what in effect was a tutorial on 
developments in the global economy, even preparing charts on trends in world 
economics for Gorbachev's instruction. Shultz was seeking, as one of the secretary 
of state's aides put it, to "get inside of Gorbachev's mind" and persuade him that 
the Soviet Union could not hope to maintain its status as a great power in the future 
unless it opened its society and permitted its citizens to participate in the global 
information revolution then underway.13 

But Shultz's most significant contribution to the changed international climate 
was with respect to Reagan and his policies. Proceeding persistently and stoically, 
in the face of relentless opposition on the part of the hard-core conservatives in the 

Reagan administration, Shultz enabled Reagan to implement the visionary aspect 

12 Remarks to Communist Party members of the Soviet Foreign Ministry, April 1990, quoted in 
Oberdorfer (1991, p. 436). 

13 The aide in question was former Assistant Secretary of State for European and Canadian Affairs 
Rozanne Ridgway. For her comment, and a general account of Shultz's effort to influence Gor- 
bachev's thinking, see Oberdorfer (1991, pp. 133, 222-224, 288). 
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of his world view. Precisely how Shultz accomplished that and why he was so 

necessary is neatly stated by Oberdorfer (1991): 

The role of George Shultz as U.S. Secretary of State was of central 

importance ... given the paradoxes in Reagan's views and the endless 

disputes on Soviet policy within his administration which lasted until its 
final year. Reagan knew that he wanted a less dangerous and more 
businesslike relationship with the Soviet Union, but he did not know how 
to go about achieving it.... Shultz provided two ingredients that were 
otherwise lacking: a persistent and practical drive toward improved 
relations through the accomplishment of tangible objectives, whether they 
were arms control pacts, the settlement of regional conflicts, human rights 
accords or bilateral accords; and organizational skills to mobilize at least 

parts of the fractious U.S. government to interact on a systematic basis 
with the Soviet government. Reagan wanted it to happen; Shultz was the 
key figure on the U.S. side who made it happen. (pp. 438-439) 

Others who might have served. As I have noted, both national leaders were 
faced with contemporaries who disagreed with their actions and would have 
behaved differently if they had been in power. In Gorbachev's case, his powers as 
general secretary enabled him to suppress some of his early opponents, but by the 
final months of his period in office he barely survived an attempted coup, and 
shortly thereafter he was overthrown. 

In Reagan's case, it was important that he was such a well-established 
anti-communist. He had the same freedom of action with respect to the Soviet 
Union that Richard Nixon before him had with respect to China. The failed efforts 

by hard-liners to block Reagan's efforts show the limitations that would have been 
encountered by a centrist president, or even George Bush, who was suspected of 
being a closet centrist. 

What if Reagan's would-be assassin had succeeded in 1981, and Gorbachev's 
opposite in 1985 had been a second-term George Bush? The quintessentially 
conventional Bush would almost certainly have been less prepared than Reagan to 
come to terms with the Soviets. Bush was one of the members of the Reagan 
administration who was skeptical of Reagan's openness to accommodation with 
the Soviets. In June 1988 he went so far as to abandon his usual caution and state 
in public his doubts about whether the Cold War was really over, and his first 
response upon becoming president was to institute what became known as "the 
pause" in East-West relations to wait for the dust to settle.14 Reagan's response to 
Gorbachev's emergence in the far more ambiguous circumstances of March 1985 
had been to trust his instincts and move toward accommodation. 

14 See the reports of Bush's skeptical utterances by Hoffman (1988) and Broder (1988); see also 
Oberdorfer (1991) and Beschloss and Talbott (1993). 
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Conclusion 

The politics of the end of the Cold War provide fascinating evidence on the 
perennial issue of whether and to what extent individuals can have an impact on 
major historical outcomes. The body of my remarks should be viewed as a 
discussion of the analytic requirements of identifying such effects and a presenta- 
tion of illustrative evidence in support of the proposition that such effects were of 
fundamental importance in bringing the Cold War to a close. The complexity of 
the topic precludes definitive findings, especially in such a brief compass. I have 
stated my substantive argument at the beginning of the previous section, so I will 
conclude with a general observation about the utility of studying the impact of 
personalities on political outcomes. 

Historians tend to be critical of Great Person theories of history. Political 
scientists devote more attention to institutions than to individuals. Intellectuals in 
general, especially those who are influenced by doctrines of historical inevitability, 
are dubious of claims that individuals can make a difference, or at any rate that the 
impact of individuals on events is susceptible to rigorous inquiry. 

A number of assumptions account for such skepticism. One is that analyses of 
single political actors are inevitably imprecise and therefore cannot provide valid 
insights into the causes of historical outcomes. A second is that attempts to explain 
events in terms of the attributes of the participants in them are in their nature 

misguided, because they fail to account for the institutions and contexts within 
which actors are embedded. A third is that the occurrence of particular individuals 
in particular roles at particular periods of time is fortuitous and therefore not of 
systematic interest. 

All three premises are flawed. The argument that the personality of political 
actors is of no interest because it is difficult to study has no more merit than that 
of the drunkard who lost his keys in a dark alley and searched for them under a 
street lamp, declaring, "It's lighter here." If the connections between the person- 
alities of individuals and their behavior are obscure, that is all the more reason to 
seek to illuminate them. The notion that attention to individuals precludes attention 
to their contexts and that the randomness of the occurrence of personality charac- 
teristics makes them unworthy of study is equally fallacious, as can be seen by 
considering the following analogy. 

Imagine that the institutions and other channels of the political process are the 
circuitry of a complex computer, and that leaders are its control mechanism. Interest 
in the larger mechanism does not preclude concern with its triggering device. Quite 
the contrary. And it would be all the more urgent to know the performance controls 
if their properties are random, with some of them capable of tripping at inappro- 
priate times, causing the loss of information, and others of failing to trip, thus 
exposing the system to possible meltdown. 

Shakespeare warns that "madness in great ones must not unwatch'd go." By 
extension, all of the traits that bear on the performance of leaders warrant scrutiny. 
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In examining the effects of the individuals who led the U.S. and the U.S.S.R. as 
the Cold War drew to a close, I hope to have shown that it is possible to discipline 
that attention by making self-conscious use of thought experiments. The insights 
arrived at through such efforts may be tentative, but the issues to which they can 
be applied are too grave to be ignored out of an unwillingness to conduct inquiry 
where the light is less than bright. 
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