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Security dilemmas and the end of the 
Cold War 

JASON RALPH* 

Alan Collins is to be congratulated for highlighting the role Gorbachev's strategy of 

Graduated Reciprocation in Tension Reduction (GRIT) played in ending the 

military conflict between East and West.1 By offering an alternative view to the con 

servative opinion that America's material strength forced the Soviets into sub 

mission, it suggests that statesmen caught in security dilemmas have real options and 

are not simply forced to compete for power. As a policy that fostered transparency 
which assisted the creation of security regimes2, GRIT undoubtedly played a role in 

the way the military conflict ended. Yet the Cold War was not simply about the 

military balance. Collins' account of this period is restricted by his bias towards 

state-centric and rationalist explanations of state behaviour. He underestimates the 

role ideology played in ending the Cold War and as such only offers half a Cold War 

story. The influence of the US during this period, as a cautious agent of liberal 

individualism, is completely ignored, yet, as this reply demonstrates, it is crucial to 

understanding the way the US reciprocated Soviet policies. Moreover, if 'debate over 

what the Cold War was is part of the politics of deciding what the post-Cold War is', 
the significance of this criticism is not merely academic.3 The implication of Collins' 

unwritten assumption that state's identities are egoistic is that a security community 
based on a common identity is impossible.4 The lesson that the Cold War, as 

opposed to the military conflict, only ended when a common identity based on 

liberal individualism was instituted, suggests that a transatlantic security community 

including Russia was and still is a possibility. 
This reply will focus on two main points. While it was clearly Gorbachev's 

intention to reduce tensions, Collins underestimates the difficulties he faced in trans 

lating that aim into policy. The ideas Gorbachev articulated, such as 'reasonable 

sufficiency' and 'defensive defence', did not, to use Risse-Kappen's term, 'float freely' 

through the Soviet policymaking community.5 Soviet policy became increasingly 
radical not because of a graduated strategy, but because it took time for conserva 

tives to accept radical ideas. The fate of those ideas partially explains the way the 

* The author wishes to thank Ken Booth and Michael Cox for comments on an earlier draft. 
1 Alan R. Collins, 'GRIT, Gorbachev and the End of the Cold War', Review of International Studies, 

24 (1998), pp. 201-19. 
2 See Joseph S. Nye Jr., 'Nuclear Learning and US-Soviet Security Regimes,' International 

Organization, 41 (1987), pp. 371^102. 
3 Ken Booth, 'Cold Wars of the Mind', in Ken Booth (ed.), Statecraft and Security The Cold War and 

Beyond, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 29. 
4 For a discussion on identity and security communities see Emanuel Adler and Michael Barnett (eds.), 

Security Communities, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
5 Thomas Risse-Kappen, 'Ideas do not float freely: transnational coalitions, domestic structures, and 

the end of the cold war', International Organization, 48 (1994). 
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US responded to Gorbachev. Until a consensus of US opinion saw Gorbachev, the 

agent of radical ideas, as politically secure and in complete control, the US adminis 

tration was reluctant to reciprocate concessions. 

This leads to the second and perhaps more fundamental point. The Reagan 
and Bush administrations failed, as Collins suggests, to positively reciprocate 

Gorbachev's concessions. Yet this was not because 'common security was an 

unfamiliar concept'6 to the US, but because it had a more demanding definition of 

common security. American policy was built on a coalition of Realists and Liberals 

within the policymaking community. As a result it sought not only to stabilise the 

military balance in its favour, but also to force a change in Soviet identity as well as in 

its behaviour. In this sense, the Soviets could disarm all they liked but the US 

administration would never be in a political position to fully reciprocate those 

military concessions until it, Congress and the American public were certain the 

Soviets shared their liberal identity. That is Americans needed to be sure that the 

Soviets had changed in ways that ensured the worthwhile and enduring peace that 

they believed existed between liberal democracies. 

Collins' desire to identify GRIT's role in ending the military conflict has led him 

to overlook these points. For the GRIT approach is motivated by the claim that 

actors in a prisoner's dilemma can reach a mutually satisfactory outcome through 
iterated practices which are eventually reciprocated. This reply will demonstrate, 

however, that the end of the Cold War was not about reaching a mutually satis 

factory outcome. The end of the Cold War required a fundamental change in the 

identity of one superpower and in this sense the GRIT approach had less of an 

influence than Collins argues. 

Definition of a security dilemma 

The assumptions Collins makes not only leads him to an incomplete analysis of the 

end of the Cold War, but also an unsustainable definition of a security dilemma. He 

tells us that GRIT was an appropriate strategy for Gorbachev to adopt because 

'neither superpower intended any harm to the other; they just perceived the opposite 
to be true.'7 This 'illusory incompatibility' is used by Collins elsewhere as criteria for 
a situation to be called a security dilemma.8 Yet there are epistemological problems 
inherent in this definition. Both at the level of policymakers facing a potential 

enemy and analysts taking a retrospective view, there is a constant uncertainty of 

knowing that perceptions and reactions are correct. The latter case is reflected in 

historiographical debate, while the former is reflected in the political debate between 

advocates of competing intelligence analyses and policy recommendations. Had the 

'illusory incompatibility' thesis been suggested to Margaret Thatcher and others 

with the same preconceptions, for instance, it would undoubtedly have been dis 

missed as advocating appeasement regardless of its claim to objectivity. 

6 Collins 'GRIT', p. 213. 
7 

Collins'GRIT', p. 201. 
8 Alan Collins, The Security Dilemma and the End of the Cold War, (Edinburgh: Keele University Press, 

1997), pp. 21-4. 
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The point is that a number of perceptions and recommendations?each informed 

by the preconception of their bureaucratic, political, social and moral position? 

compete with each other to influence policy decisions. The uncertainty of the 

government, whose task it is to make those decisions, is represented by this political 
battle. This uncertainty and not 'illusory incompatibility' is the only epistemo 

logically valid way of identifying a dilemma. 

A US-Soviet security dilemma? 

WHien states, according to Collins, realise that 'their fear of one another was based 
on a false premise' they would do well to practice the GRIT approach. That is, 

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

marred their relationship . . . These conciliatory policies are pursued through the 

implementation of unilateral initiatives which depend on reciprocation for success.'9 

The difficulty, as Collins points out, is that one side can never be certain that the 

unilateral initiatives of the other have benign or malign intent. This uncertainty, 
Collins suggests, was an obstacle to the US reciprocating Gorbachev's concessions.10 

Wftiile there were voices in the US arguing that Gorbachev's 'new thinking' was 

part of a Soviet deception, they were marginal.11 US-Soviet diplomacy during the 

end of the Cold War clearly demonstrates that the US failed to reciprocate 
Gorbachev's unilateral gestures, not because it was uncertain of his goals but 

because it was uncertain of his political position and ability to implement those 

goals. Moreover, the US could not answer this question because Gorbachev himself 

could not. In this sense Collins' claim that Gorbachev followed a strategy of 

unilateral concessions, cleverly calculated to induce reciprocation is inaccurate. 

Gorbachev stumbled between foreign policy initiatives only making concessions 

when it was domestically feasible to do so. For instance, Collins suggests that the 

unilateral conventional withdrawals were part of a gradualist strategy. The evidence 

suggests that such concessions had to wait for the long drawn out process of 

reformulating military doctrine to be concluded before they could be implemented 
with the blessing of the military.12 

The point is that Collins' depiction of the process of how the Cold War ended is 

far too rationalist and statist. He misses the important insights that the literature on 

transnational coalitions offers.13 This literature has made clear that ideas can be held 

in common by similar factions across states if not by the states themselves. These 

coalitions then seek to assist each other in their respective domestic battles to attain 

control of policy. What is less evident is the inadvertent nature of some of these 

coalitions. For instance, the Soviet hardline drew political strength from US state 

9 
Collins,'GRIT', p. 201. 

10 
Collins, 'GRIT', pp. 201-2. 

11 John Lenczowski, The Washington Times, 15 October 1987; Richard F. Starr, Hearing on Soviet 

Foreign Policy, Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 19 April 1989. 
12 

Michael MccGwire, Perestroika and Soviet National Security (Washington DC: Brookings, 1991). 
13 Thomas Risse-Kappen, 'Ideas do not float freely'. See also Robert G. Herman, 'Identity, Norms and 

National Security: The Soviet Foreign Policy Revolution and the End of the Cold War,' in Peter J. 

Katzenstein (ed.), The Culture of National Security. Norms and Identity in World Politics (New York: 

Columbia, 1996), pp. 271-316. 
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ments that were meant to deter attack.14 In turn a Soviet policy that followed 

hardline recommendations suited the interests of the American right-wing as it 

could then point to Soviet hardline activity to increase US defence budgets. 
More importantly the Realist-Liberal coalition that combined power-politics with 

a fervent ideological drive to promote its version of democracy would always regard 
the Soviet Union as an enemy so long as it was communist. Indeed President Reagan 

urged the American public to dismiss 'the doctrine of moral equivalence' that 

illusory incompatibility may have implied. Secretary of Defense Weinberger stated 

clearly his belief 'that religion and morality call us to recognise that injustice is an 

offence against peace even when there is no war'.15 Thus when Collins equates the 

end of the Cold War with arms control and a reduction in interstate tension, essen 

tially overcoming 'illusory incompatibility', he misses another crucial point. The 

identity of the states involved and their respective treatment of their citizens made 

their incompatibility real (in the sense that these values were considered absolute by 
their respective cultures) and not illusory. '[It is] impossible' President Reagan stated, 
'to have a constructive relationship with a government that tramples upon the rights 

of its people'.16 
The extent to which d?mocratisation was linked to arms control concessions was 

of course a matter of dispute between the two sides of the Realist and Liberal 

coalition. While George Shultz, followed by his successor at the State Department 
James Baker, fought hard to delink the four issue areas of arms control, regional 
conflicts, trade and human rights, they and others recognised that the identity and 

political system of their own state would inevitably mean they had to be treated as a 

whole. This was the political reality that US policy-makers worked within and as 

such would not be able to reciprocate Gorbachev's co-operative gestures until 

perestroika and glasnost were accompanied by democratization. In this sense 

'common security' was not an 'unfamiliar concept' to Americans. They simply saw it 

in terms of a common political identity rather than radical disarmament. 

Collins' analysis of the conventional arms control negotiations is again instruc 

tive. He suggests that Bush's May 1989 initiative represented an effort to construct a 

security regime which reduced the fear of a surprise attack and the tragic impli 
cations of any misperception caused by that fear. The initial US approach was 

limited to such motives. In March 1989 for example Secretary Baker stated that the 

US approach 'focuses on the achievement of a significant reduction in key military 

capabilities that are designed for invasion . . . [and] is prepared to introduce new 

confidence building measures in the near future, aimed at increasing transparency 
and reducing the possibility of surprise attack'.17 Yet by May, and clearly by January 
1990 when the US tabled a more radical cut, the US was motivated by a more 

ambitious agenda. As the democratic revolutions swept through Eastern Europe the 

opinion emerged that reformers would be encouraged if they could witness the 

peaceful removal of Soviet troops from their countries. Thus Baker would tell 

14 See comments by Sergei Tarasenko in William Wohlforth (ed.), Witnesses to the End of the Cold War 

(London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), p. 18. 
15 'Address by the Secretary of Defence (Weinberger) at Fordham University, New York, 28 April, 

1983', American Foreign Policy: Current Documents [Henceforth CD] 1983, pp. 80-3. 
16 'Address by President Reagan to the Nation, 17 October 1987', CD 1987, pp. 339-40. 
17 Address by Secretary of State Baker Before the Ministerial Meeting on Confidence and Security 

Building Measures and Conventional Armed Forces in Europe, Vienna, 6 March 1989', CD 1989, pp. 
269-74. 
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Congress in June 1989 that US arms control policy was designed to 'help free the 

political reform process in Eastern Europe from the heavy weight of an excessive 

Soviet military presence. While we tend to see the Soviet forces as a potential 
invasion force, to millions in the East, the Soviets remain an occupation force'.18 

The point is that the Liberal ideology in America's security discourse influenced 

how the US approached the end of the Cold War. This is not to say Realism was not 

a factor motivating US policy. The asymmetry of an additional 30,000 US troops 
above the 195,000 Soviet troop ceiling, a condition which jeopardised agreement and 

with it the Liberal strategy, was demanded by Realists who considered it essential to 

make up for the logistical difficulties of defending Europe from the other side of the 

Atlantic.19 This was the price Liberals had to pay to see their strategy become policy 
with the necessary support of the Realists. 

Collins is correct to suggest the 1989 political revolutions could not have 

happened without Gorbachev's renunciation of the Brezhnev doctrine, but he 

underestimates the US role by suggesting it was limited to negative reciprocation, 
that is not seeking advantage of Soviet concessions.20 The Realist-Liberal coalition 

in the US made sure that the events set in motion by Gorbachev were guided in the 

direction of democracy, self determination and US interests. It was this approach, 
for example, that made sure Germany was reunified and NATO strengthened in the 

process.21 

Conclusion 

It has been demonstrated that as a conceptual piece of work GRIT, Gorbachev and 

the End of the Cold War suffers from epistemological flaws. Moreover, as a diplo 
matic history it overlooks important evidence.22 Yet this reply has focused on the 

assumptions that underpin Collins' analysis for two reasons: firstly it is likely that 

those assumptions would have limited the conclusions of a more extensive empirical 

analysis. Secondly, interpreting the end of the Cold War is, as was pointed out at the 
start of this reply, more than an academic exercise. A limited analysis of the past 
restricts support for possible futures by denying their advocates the historical lessons 

they need. It is important that the political project of constructing future security 
communities is not obstructed by the limited academic frameworks used by Collins. 

18 The Future of US-Soviet Relations. Hearings Before the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, 20 

June 1989, p. 912. 
19 'Statement Issued by the White House, 31 January, 1990', CD 1990, p. 63. 
20 Collins 'GRIT', pp. 212-9. 
21 

Philip Zelikow and Condoleezza Rice, Germany Unified and Europe Transformed: A Study in 

Statecraft (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996). 
22 

Christopher Simpson, National Security Directives of the Reagan and Bush Administrations. The 

Declassified History of US Political and Military Policy, 1981-1991 (Oxford: Westview Press, 1995); 
Wohlforth (ed.) Witnesses. 
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Reply 
ALAN COLLINS 

It is some time since I wrote GRIT, Gorbachev and the End of the Cold War and I am 

grateful to Jason Ralph for giving me an opportunity to re-examine the piece. It is 

always nice to be 'congratulated' and to be noted for providing 'instructive' analysis, 
even if, apparently, the article 'suffers from epistemological flaws' and 'obstructs' the 

future construction of security communities. The latter is particularly puzzling since 

the pursuit of GRIT-type strategies is an aid, not a hindrance, to the creation of 

security communities. 

Ralph raises two main issues in his critique that I will respond to, but first, some 

readers might be confused as to the purpose behind Ralph's section on the definition 

of the security dilemma, given that the concept is mentioned only once in the article 

and that in the abstract. This section represents a difference between us over what 

constitutes a security dilemma. In brief, the security dilemma describes a situation in 

which war can occur between two or more participants where none of those 

involved desired such an outcome. Thus war can occur without the participation of 
a revisionist or revolutionary state seeking to alter the status quo. Hence Herbert 

Butterfield's claim that, 4[t]he greatest war in history could be produced without the 

intervention of any great criminals who might be out to do deliberate harm in the 

world. It could be produced between two Powers both of which were desperately 
anxious to avoid a conflict of any sort'.1 Likewise it was the existence of the Nazi 

revisionist regime in Germany which led John Herz to assert, the Second World War 
was 'provoked by Hitler's policy of world domination. It can hardly be maintained 

that it was a German security dilemma which lay at the heart of that conflict, but 

rather one man's, or one regime's, ambition to master the world'.2 The security 

dilemma thus operates amongst status-quo powers and since neither desires war its 

operation can be considered a tragedy. This seems to me to be the essence of the 

security dilemma, and while uncertainty is a key criterion (how could it operate if 

both participants knew each did not intend the other harm), it is not sufficient on its 
own to account for the paradoxical nature of the spiralling process of insecurity. 
This is not to suggest that it is easy to determine the ambition of the other, as Barry 
Buzan writes, '[evaluating what is, and what is not, a threat, to whom, in what ways 
and over what time-scale can be a tricky business'.3 Yet is Myron Weiner wrong?as 

Ralph implies when he questions the validity of illusory incompatibility?to assert, 

1 
Herbert Butterfield, History and Human Relations (London, 1951), pp. 19-20. 

2 
John Herz, International Politics in the Atomic Age (New York, 1966), p. 234, fh. 5. 

3 
Barry Buzan, 'Societal security, state security and internationalisation', in Ole Waever, Barry Buzan, 

Morten Kelstrup and Pierre Lemaitre, Identity, Migration and the New Security Agenda in Europe 

(London, 1993), p. 43. 
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'[w]e . . . need to distinguish between real and reasonably perceived threats, on the 
one hand, and paranoid notions of threat or mass anxieties, on the other'?4 

The first issue Ralph raises is that I underestimate the difficulties Gorbachev faced 

in translating his aim into policy and that until Gorbachev was securely in place the 

US would be reluctant to reciprocate. Richard Bitzinger's suggestion that there was a 

lack of a Western response to Gorbachev was therefore, according to Ralph, due not 

to the US administration being uncertain of Gorbachev's goals, but rather, of his 

ability to carry them out. I have three responses to this first point. First, while 

Gorbachev did have a conservative element within the USSR to overcome, his 

achievements should not be underestimated. Ralph writes that Gorbachev had to 

wait for Soviet military doctrine to be reformulated before he made his concessions. 

However, military doctrine was undergoing fundamental changes because of the 

political initiatives introduced by the Gorbachev leadership. The military doctrine 

was changing to reflect Gorbachev's new political thinking, hence Raymond 
Garthoff writes, 'these fundamental changes in Soviet military doctrine stemmed 

directly from political initiatives of the new Gorbachev leadership in 1985'.5 

Gorbachev did not wait for the military doctrine to change before initiating 

proposals, his announcement in December 1988 cutting back troop levels and the 

acceptance of core Western proposals at the Conventional Force in Europe negoti 
ations, preceded by two years a draft Soviet statement on military doctrine.6 With 

regard to the general criticism of rationalism, while it is right to acknowledge the 

insights provided by authors working on bureaucratic politics, for instance, it is 

pertinent to recall that in the most analysed of decision-making examples?the 
Cuban Missile Crisis?David Welch concludes, 'those who seek useful general 

propositions about international politics should think twice about abandoning 
rational actor analysis'.7 

Second, the degree of scepticism towards Gorbachev's goals should not be 

underestimated, with the 'clever bear syndrome' lingering longer in the US than in 

Europe. Raymond Garthoff notes that despite the improvements in US-Soviet 

relations at the end of Reagan's administration, confrontation over the Krasnoyarsk 
radar and a United Nations General Assembly resolution on international dialogue 

meant that '[n]ew thinking still had a way to go in American policy'.8 I do not, as 

Ralph states, 'miss the important insights that the literature on transnational 

coalitions offers', indeed the comparison between the US and West Germany notes 

4 
Myron Weiner, The Global Migration Crisis: Challenges to States and to Human Rights (New York, 

1995), p. 135. 
5 

Raymond Garthoff, Deterrence and the Revolution in Soviet Military Doctrine (Washington, 1990), 

p. 108. 
6 Thomas Risse-Kappen, 'Ideas do not Float Freely: transnational coalitions, domestic structures, and 

the end of the Cold War', International Organization, 48 (Spring 1994), p. 203. 
7 David A. Welch, 'The Organizational Process and Bureaucratic Politics Paradigms: Retrospect and 

Prospect', International Security, 17 (Fall 1992), p. 138. Welch notes that during the Cuban Missile 

Crisis 'Kennedy was constrained neither by Congress nor by his advisers. Indeed, when disagreements 
between the president and the ExComm became acute, Kennedy simply bypassed the ExComm'. 

(p. 132). This example is obviously drawn from a period of high tension. However, the relevant 

literature has acknowledged that a state's top decision-maker is not subject to the restraints of the 

bureaucratic process to anything like the extent of his/her subordinates. See, J. Bendor and T. 

Hammond, 'Rethinking Allison's Models', American Political Science Review, 86 (June 1992), 

pp. 301-22. 
8 

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

(Washington, 1994), p. 372. 
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the value of meetings such as Pugwash in producing a positive response from the 

Germans.9 

Third, if there were members of the US administration that were sceptical 
towards Gorbachev's proposals, not because they were uncertain of his goals but 

because they feared a possible Soviet defection if Gorbachev was removed from 

office, we need to know how influential they were. The evidence certainly points to a 

cautious US administration, even in early 1989 the Bush administration was advo 

cating 'status quo plus' as a response to Gorbachev. The evidence from the Reagan 
administration though seems to show the US intent on pocketing the concessions on 

offer from the USSR, and believing that these concessions were forthcoming because 

of the tough negotiating stand of the US.10 A competitive, unilateral pursuit of 

security?as opposed to a common security approach?by the US was seen to be 

successful. This competitive approach explains the Russian perception of Western 

betrayal in the 1990s which can partly explain the failure of the US and Russia in 

the post-Cold War era to achieve a durable strategic partnership. Alexei Arbatov 

wrote, 'the West . . . perceived Russia's policy as a course of concessions, and very 

quickly learned to take it for granted'.11 This betrayal was seized upon by the more 

extreme politicians, and in turn this forced the hand of more moderate politicians to 

oppose the expansion of NATO and delay ratification of the START II treaty. 

Ralph's second issue is that the US wanted the Soviets to adopt a liberal identity 
and until this was achieved the US administration would not be in a political 

position to fully reciprocate. Although Reagan may have sincerely believed that the 

American government could not 'have a constructive relationship with a government 
that trampled upon the rights of its people', US history has shown quite the 

opposite, with the US engaged in constructive relationships with authoritarian 

regimes throughout the Cold War. WTiere such relations would prove difficult for the 

US population to accept, the government engaged in covert deals, such as the Iran 

Contra affair. The identity issue Ralph raises seems more to do with the emphasis in 

the article on military matters, than identity per se. The Cold War was more than a 

military stand-off, and Gorbachev's glasnost and perestroika were important factors 

in de-demonizing the image of the USSR. However, the military element was far 
from insignificant, and by making concessions in this field Gorbachev was dis 

mantling the most tangible sign of the Cold War confrontation. With a Marxist 

ideology that warned of the dangers of an imperialist attack Gorbachev's, perhaps 
unconscious, use of a GRIT-type strategy in the military realm seems deserving of 

special attention. 

The article sought to determine to what extent Gorbachev's foreign policy initia 

tives resembled a GRIT-type strategy and whether this helps to explain how the 

Cold War came to an end. It was never intended as a definitive account of why the 

Cold War came to an end, and therefore Ralph's critique, which almost exclusively 
focuses on the US side, does not supplant, but rather supplements, a piece concerned 

primarily with Gorbachev. 

9 
Alan R. Collins, 'GRIT, Gorbachev and the End of the Cold War', Review of International Studies, 
24 (April 1998), p. 212. 

10 This was especially true after Geneva and Reykjavik, for details see Garthoff, The Great Transition. 
11 Alexei G. Arbatov, 'Russia's Foreign Policy Alternatives', International Security, 18 (Fall 1993), p. 22. 
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