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We Still Don’t Know!

John Lewis Gaddis. We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History. New York: Oxford
University Press, . x +  pp. Bibliography, index. $..

Limited access to Soviet and Chinese archives, a flood of documents from
Eastern Europe, and the general willingness of former Soviet-bloc officials to
talk about the past have stimulated an exciting rethinking and rewriting of
postwar history. We Now Know exploits this archival research and the publica-
tions based on it to reassess some of the major controversies surrounding the
first fifteen years of the Cold War in Europe, Asia, and the Caribbean. There is
relatively little new here for scholars au courant with this literature, although
they will find some of Gaddis’s arguments of interest. The book is aimed at a
more general audience for whom the presentation of new evidence in support
of older, comfortable interpretations in precise but informal language is almost
certain to appeal.

In consecutive chapters, Gaddis takes up the division of Europe, the onset
of the Cold War, its spread to Asia, the central role of Germany in the conflict,
alliance politics, the role of nuclear weapons, and the Cuban missile crisis. He
does not address subsequent events, but offers tentative conclusions about the
Cold War as a whole, including its dénoument, and its lessons for historians.

The Cold War was Stalin’s fault; Gaddis has no doubts about it. Stalin sought
security through the extension of Soviet territory and territorial control. In
Eastern Europe, where territorial control was ensured through military occu-
pation and the imposition of Soviet-style, puppet governments, Stalin’s policy
posed a direct challenge to Great Britain and the United States. But what really
made the Cold War inevitable, Gaddis argues, was the coercive and crude way
in which Stalin pursued his goals. Churchill, Attlee, Roosevelt, and Truman
had to defend their policies to voters, and Stalin’s failure to exploit the outward
forms of democracy – plebiscites, elections, indirect rule through dependent
but popularly elected governments – to mask the extension of Soviet power
made it unacceptable to British and American leaders.

Following Norman Naimark, Gaddis argues that Stalin’s reliance on coer-
cion and brutality was a reflection of the political-economic limitations of the
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Soviet system. This was most evident in the occupation of Germany, where
rape and pillage were unconstrained and where whole factories, rolling stock,
equipment, and scientific personnel were forcibly removed to the Soviet Union.
The United States was able to exercise influence in more subtle and effective
ways and work collaboratively with elected governments. Washington also won
the support of Western Europeans through a system of rewards that took the
form of direct economic aid and credits for reconstruction. The asymmetry in
political, administrative, and economic resources between the Soviet Union
and the United States accounted “more than anything else, for the origins,
escalation and ultimate outcome of the Cold War” (p. ).

Gaddis also maintains that the Cold War was a function of Stalin’s person-
ality. Stalin’s foreign policy was a direct extension of his domestic policy, and
the overriding goal of both was to intimidate or, better yet, eliminate potential
challengers. Cooperation, other than for purely tactical reasons, was alien to
his nature. This leaves open the possibility that another Soviet leader would
have pursued a different policy in Eastern Europe. But Gaddis appears to close
this door with his insistence that Stalin, and other officials, like Molotov, were
prisoners of Marxist ideology. They believed that sooner or later – perhaps in
as little as fifteen years – there would be another crisis of capitalism, and the
leading capitalist powers would go to war to deflect domestic unrest. The
United States would unleash a rearmed Germany against the Soviet Union. For
protection, Soviet forces needed to control Germany and extend their defensive
glacis as far West as possible.

There is an unresolved ambiguity in the book about the Cold War and
Stalin’s relation to it. The regime, personality, and ideological explanations for
the Cold War point to an underlying defensive motivation: the need to expand
and assert control to save Stalin and the Soviet Union. But Gaddis also advances
a more offensive explanation of Stalin’s foreign policy. Like Hitler, he wanted
to dominate Europe, and ultimately the world, but unlike Hitler, Stalin “was
patient, [and] prepared to take as long as necessary to achieve his ambitions”
(p. ). But in Asia, we are told, he threw caution to the wind, succumbed to
“ideological euphoria,” and allowed Kim Il-sung to talk him into an invasion
of South Korea (p. ).

Any of these interpretations of Stalin or of the origins of the Cold War is
defensible, but not all of them together! Gaddis should have chosen between
those that might be contradictory (for example, offensive vs. defensive goals,
personality vs. ideology) and rank ordered those that might be reinforcing (for
example, regime capabilities, ideology, and personality). His failure to do so
leaves unaddressed some of the most important controversies about Soviet
foreign policy. The most reasonable explanation for Gaddis’s lack of analytical
discrimination is inadequate evidence. If so, the title of the book is misleading.
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Gaddis uses the new evidence that has emerged from Soviet and Chinese
archives to challenge revisionist interpretations of the Korean War. Contrary
to the claims of the Kolkos and Bruce Cumings, North Korea started the Korean
War in the expectation that the South could easily be overrun and that the
United States would stand aside. Washington’s failure to heed China’s warning
that it would intervene if non-Korean forces crossed the thirty-eighth parallel
was not decisive; Mao Zedong intended to enter the war all along and Zhou
Enlai issued his warnings only to establish a plausible casus belli. Armchair
military analysts are also wrong in asserting that China would have been
deterred from intervention had United Nations forces halted at the narrow
neck of the Korean peninsula. Gaddis appears to be on firm ground with his
first assertion; Soviet documents and Khrushchev’s tape recorded memoirs
make it clear that Kim Il-sung planned the Korean War and that Stalin gave him
the green light. There is also evidence for Mao Zedong’s commitment to intervene,
but other interpretations are possible. There is no evidence one way or the other
for the deterrence counterfactual. But it seems evident that had China inter-
vened, the United Nations would have been in a much stronger, defensive
position. American forces would not have been driven back  miles in disarray,
and the Chinese forces that entered Korea might not have challenged them.
The future of a rump North Korea would have been more uncertain, and
Sino-American relations could have evolved differently – for better or worse.

Gaddis presents the standard Cold Warrior view of Soviet-American com-
petition in the Third World. The Soviet empire was expansionist and an
expression of the Soviet state and its ideology. The American empire was a
defensive reaction, in contradiction to American ideology, and reflected “little
imperial consciousness or design” (p. ). It is unclear how Gaddis’s explanation
could account for the informal empire the United States acquired before the
Cold War. Gaddis admits that Western anxieties about Soviet advances in the
Middle East, at least in the time of Stalin, were “quite exaggerated” (p. ), but
the collapse of colonialism created new opportunities for Soviet and Chinese
expansionism, and “things could have gone the other way in the Third World”
(p. ). Gaddis does not confront the American intervention in Vietnam – the
book stops with the missile crisis – but notes that Chinese support for the
Vietminh victory made possible its victory over the French and generated
expectations of further challenges in Southeast Asia. Gaddis appears to excuse
American policy in Indochina, Iran, Guatemala, Chile and Angola with the
observation that “nightmares always seem real at the time” (p. ).

On nuclear weapons, Gaddis adheres to the line of argument pioneered
by Bernard Brodie and given its fullest historical expression by the late McGeorge
Bundy: nuclear weapons are too devastating to use and engendered a
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restraint so powerful that it transcended ideological, cultural, and psychological
antagonisms. Gaddis suggests that by making nuclear weapons a defining
characteristic of superpower status and the focus of so much political attention, the
United States gave the Soviet Union “a home court advantage” (p. ). Nuclear
weapons created an impressive facade that masked all the Soviet Union’s
weaknesses and ultimately fatal contradictions and may have helped to conceal
them from the Kremlin leaders themselves. The Soviet Union was like Thomas
Mann’s Buddenbrooks family: “one of those stars whose light shines most
brightly on this world when in reality it has long ceased to exist” (p. ).

Several treatments of the Cuban missile crisis based on new Soviet and
American evidence have been published in the last few years. Gaddis recounts
the principal arguments of these works: Khrushchev sent missiles to Cuba to
protect it from invasion, equalize the strategic balance, and get even with
Kennedy for proceeding with the Jupiter missile deployment in Turkey; Castro
was too solicitous of Khrushchev in agreeing to take missiles that he worried
would provide the Kennedy administration with a pretext to invade Cuba;
Kennedy and Khrushchev were terrified of nuclear war and exercised restraint
and  made  whatever concessions were necessary  to  resolve the crisis;  the
outcome was a compromise, not a one-sided American victory; and because of
the difficulty of controlling alerted military forces, the risks of inadvertent war
were higher than anyone imagined at the time. Gaddis goes on to assert that
the underlying cause of the Cuban missile deployment was Khrushchev’s
recognition that “the West was winning the Cold War” (p. ). The failure of
Khrushchev’s previous international initiatives – his strategic missile bluff,
attempt to repair relations with Tito, Berlin ultimatum, and multi-megaton
nuclear tests – left him “with a general sense of desperation” (p. ). Gaddis
provides no evidence to support this interpretation.

In the final chapter, Gaddis offers some thoughts about the Cold War and
the way in which it was studied, concluding that ideology had more influence
than is generally acknowledged. Marxism-Leninism fostered an “authoritarian
romanticism” (p. ) that significantly shaped the foreign policies of Stalin,
Mao, and Khrushchev. He repeats and further develops his distinction between
the Soviet and American empires and attributes ultimate American victory in
the Cold War to the democratic nature of its empire. Democracy won support
for the West because “many people” – read Europeans –“saw the Cold War as
a contest of good versus evil” (p. ). Democracy also proved stronger than
authoritarianism in maintaining coalitions through mechanisms of consult-
ation, but more fundamentally, by helping allies achieve their own political and
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economic goals. Another novel feature of the Cold War was nuclear weapons.
There seems little doubt, Gaddis writes, that their destructiveness prevented
crises from escalating into war and kept the Cold War from getting hot like
great-power rivalries of the past. But nuclear weapons also prolonged the Cold
War by allowing the Soviet Union, decaying from within from about  on,
to maintain the pretense of being a superpower. The United States was com-
plicit by measuring power solely in terms of military capability and thereby
fostering the impression of an awesomely potent adversary. The Soviet Union
coasted along until the Reagan administration challenged it – out of craft or
ignorance, Gaddis does not know – in a manner unprecedented since the early
Cold War. The Soviet Union “soon exhausted itself and expired – whether from
unaccustomed over-exertion or Gorbachev’s heroic efforts at resuscitation is
also still not completely clear” (p. ).

The above quote makes clear that Gaddis is a tentative supporter of the
conventional wisdom that attributes the end of the Cold War and collapse of
the Soviet Union to Reagan’s unanswerable military-financial challenge. This
is an arguable position, although not one this reviewer finds convincing. What
is troubling is that Gaddis adduces no evidence – or even arguments – to
support this conclusion. His casual utterance of so many obiter dicta of this
kind is the most disturbing feature of the book. Discrete interpretations (for
example, Stalin’s goals in Germany, Mao’s motives for intervening in Korea)
are usually documented and well argued. But more important judgments (for
example, the benign character of American influence in the Third World and
the role of nuclear weapons in preventing World War III) are undocumented,
unsubstantiated by arguments, and, in the case of Reagan and the end of the
Cold War, unrelated to the time period covered by the book.

Finally, there is the curious title: We Now Know. Gaddis offers several
caveats about it in his preface. We are the younger historians who have done
much of the spade work in the archives; Gaddis acknowledges that he has
done none of this research and is interpreting the findings of others that are
available in English. Now means what we know today in contrast to what we
did not know, or know so clearly, during the Cold War. Know is contingent
in a double sense: we are prisoners of our preconceptions and information.
These conceptions are likely to change, and the body of evidence is likely
to grow. The title nevertheless suggests more than the book delivers – it does
not go beyond , presumably for lack of evidence – or indeed, more than
any book could deliver.

The Soviet Union was one of the most secret societies the world has known,
and it was not until the era of glasnost that Russian or Western scholars could
gather the kind of documentary and oral evidence essential for serious histori-
cal research. The recent flow of evidence has encouraged great expectations
about resolving some of the mysteries of the Soviet system and its leaders, and
much of interest has undeniably come to light. New evidence from archives,
interviews, and conferences will never produce a definitive “answer” to the
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question of what started the Cold War or brought it to an end. Nor will it
produce a consensus about any particular interpretation of these events. Con-
sider the analogy to . The outpouring of documents and memoirs on the
origins of World War I fueled rather than resolved controversy. But it also
encouraged a more sophisticated debate by discrediting early, simplistic expla-
nations (for example, the kaiser planned a war of aggression) and elicited more
complex and nuanced explanations that built on evidence and insights from
social science. By compelling scholars to specify different pathways to war, the
Kriegschuldfrage also provided conceptual lenses and analogies that proved
useful in understanding the Cold War and other conflicts. In sum, the decades-
long debate over the origins of World War I, while still unresolved, was an
important catalyst for the development both of international relations theory
and foreign policy thinking. President Kennedy’s reluctance to carry out an air
strike in the Cuban missile crisis derived in large part from his earlier reading
of Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August and its portrayal of World War I as a
case of runaway, mutual escalation.

This analytical fecundity was also the result of evolution in the questions
scholars asked about . The focus on war guilt, which dominated scholarship
in the s and s, shifted in the s and s to the more interesting
question of how World War I could have happened, and in recent years scholars
are attempting  to situate the  war  in  a broader historical context. Gaddis
acknowledges that the “new” Cold War history must get away from the bipolar
focus of his earlier works, and those of many other scholars, treat the Cold War
as a discrete episode, not a continuing and even permanent condition, and draw
on the archival resources of many countries. But “new” history also needs new
questions. Let us leave behind the question of who started the Cold War – still
a central theme of this book – and pose more interesting, important, and
productive questions that will provide insight into the past and the present.
Among these questions might be why and how leaders framed security as they
did; how their beliefs and experiences helped to shape these frames of refer-
ence; how and why conceptions of security changed during the course of the
Cold War; the relative hierarchy of goals of different leaders (for example,
ideological, national interest, domestic political), how they changed within
individual leaderships and over time, and what effects this had on policy; the
complex relationships between the two superpowers and their allies, and the
changing nature of their alliances and involvements; how and why the East-
West conflict developed a momentum of its own that allowed it to continue
after its original causes had abated; and the extent to which existing concep-
tions, domestic pressure groups, and allies contributed to the prolongation of
the conflict.
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