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The meaning of hostile bipolarization:
Interpreting the origins of

the Cold War
Maarten van Alstein

University of Antwerp, Belgium

The origins of the Cold War have been the subject of numerous debates among
international historians. On different occasions, historians have looked at

International Relations Theory for insights and concepts to help understanding
why and how the Cold War originated. While the postrevisionist paradigm was

inspired by realism, for the last decade and a half, running parallel with broader
theoretical developments in IR, large parts of the debate on the origins of the Cold

War have focused on the role of ideas, ideology, and culture. However, the imported
innovations had the effect of fragmenting our theoretical understanding of the

origins of the Cold War, rather than offering a workable, coherent synthesis.
Moreover, these accounts do not always sufficiently address problems of agency and
causality. The debate on the origins of the ColdWar, therefore, is in need of coherent

theoretical frameworks which are capable of remedying these problems. This article
argues that a possible way of generating such a framework is taking a closer look at

hermeneutics and constructivism.

Over the decades, the debate on the origins of the Cold War has gripped the attention

of many diplomatic and international historians. This debate has traditionally been
framed in terms of orthodoxy, revisionism, and postrevisionism.1 The discussions

between orthodox and revisionist scholars focused on the question of who bore the
responsibility of starting the conflict: the Soviet Union or the United States.2 In the late
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1970s and 1980s scholars tried to rise above the trenches by introducing
postrevisionism. The debate was opened up, on the one hand, by scholars who

started to look at other states than the United States and the Soviet Union, and, on the
other hand, by authors who grounded their interpretations of the origins of the Cold

War in theoretical perspectives such as realism. The fall of the Iron Curtain gave the
historiography on the origins of the Cold War a new, major impulse. The opening of

archives in Central and East Europe and in the former Soviet Union resulted in a tide
of new publications, which were able to throw new light on the events and evolutions

of the early years of the Cold War. This revolutionary development in Cold War
historiography made it possible, for the first time since the beginning of the Cold War,
to use records to study the conflict from the perspective of the leaders and

governments of the former eastern bloc.
Running parallel with broader theoretical developments in IR, such as the

constructivist turn, the ‘new’ ColdWar History focused on explanatory factors such as
ideas, ideology, and culture.3 These conceptual developments and innovations, however,

have fragmented our theoretical understanding of the origins of the Cold War. For
instance, and quite strikingly, in Reviewing the Cold War. Approaches, Interpretations,

Theory (edited by Odd Arne Westad), which stated its explicit purpose as taking stock
of the new Cold War History and advancing an interdisciplinary research agenda, two
interesting yet separate contributions were presented on concepts such as culture and

ideology.4 How these conceptual frameworks could be combined with each other and
other explanatory factors in one coherent framework remained an open question.

Nevertheless, this is quite an important question. As Geir Lundestad pointed out in his
contribution to the same book, there is a risk that the renewed upgrading of motive

forces, such as ideology and culture, leads to one-sided interpretations. Lundestad
warned that, while there is much to be said for the upgrading of these explanatory

factors, as they provide a good counter against the assumption of political science
realism that they are largely irrelevant, Cold War historians should not succumb to the

temptation of one-factor explanations. Lundestad, as a conclusion of his contribution,
asked the pressing question: ‘when most of us more or less intuitively understand the
complexity of the process, why then do we keep coming back to simplistic one-factor

explanations for the origins of the Cold War?’5 In the same vein, Melvyn Leffler, also
perceiving a lack of synthesis in Cold War History, called for ‘bringing it together: the

parts and the whole’.6 Mark Kramer, likewise, has stated that even if all the archives are
eventually opened, the new evidence will not and cannot provide full vindication for

either realism or an ideology-based approach (or, by logical extrapolation, for any one-
sided explanation). He concluded that a key task for scholars would be to re-examine

the broad and often unspoken assumptions on which specific US and Soviet policies
were based.7 This is a good suggestion (apart from the fact that the role of other actors
in the process, such as Britain, France, and smaller nations in Europe and Asia, also

needs to be examined).
The crux of Lundestad’s, Leffler’s, and Kramer’s observations, in other words, is that

by focusing too exclusively on ‘ideology’, ‘culture’, or ‘security’ as explanatory factors,
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or by distinguishing too sharply between ‘ideas’ on the one hand and more realist
conceptions of ‘security’ or even ‘material factors’ on the other,8 Cold War History

has not yet offered a coherent, workable theoretical synthesis of how these
factors shaped the beginning of the Cold War. The result is that our theoretical

understanding of the origins of the Cold War remains fragmented and thus somewhat
problematic.

This is not the only theoretical problem in the ‘new’ Cold War History (or
International History in general). David Reynolds, while stressing the great value of

the linguistic and cultural turns for International History, has argued that there are
some real problems with ‘culturalist’ accounts of International History. He has
pointed out that, conceptually, these accounts borrow heavily from other disciplines,

but in a sometimes rather superficial manner, and thus are possibly in danger of
making ‘culture’ an explanatory deus ex machina. In particular, Reynolds raises

philosophical problems about agency and causality. In his view, explaining social
actions requires, first of all, a concept of purposive human agency, which extreme

forms of postmodernism and poststructuralism have sought to wash away. The
problem of agency leads Reynolds to the related question of causality. He is struck by

how far the term ‘cause’ has slipped out of the working vocabulary of most historians
and of philosophers of history since the 1960s while for a sub-discipline like
International History, traditionally interested in why wars begin and end, a concept of

causation – or something like it – is especially important. Reynolds does not seem
convinced that recent work on historical methodology and the postmodernist

challenge really has come to grips with this problem. He concludes his remarks,
however, by pointing to developments in IR Theory, for instance constructivism,

which try to pay more attention to these problems.9

Taking all these observations seriously, we can state, in sum, that Cold War

historiography is in need of a theoretical framework which is not only capable of
generating a coherent synthesis of various explanatory factors, but also of addressing

questions such as agency and causality in order to remedy the problematic state of
theoretical affairs in the debate on the origins of the Cold War. At the same time,
I believe it is important to emphasize that this framework ought to be sufficiently

familiar for historians, lest they should be forced to have to adapt their methodologies
too radically. Caroline Kennedy-Pipe has argued that constructivism and critical

theory have greatly enlarged the possibilities of a significant dialogue between
international historians and IR scholars.10 Concurring with this view, this article wants

to present a theoretical framework which is inspired by hermeneutics and
constructivism, and which is capable of fulfilling the needs and conditions mentioned

above. The argument consists of two parts. In a first section, I will clarify what is
implied conceptually by a hermeneutical-constructivist perspective, and how it can
present a framework in which various explanatory factors are integrated. In a second

section, I will present an (admittedly concise and rough) outline of how this can be
translated into a narrative on the origins of the Cold War.
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Interpretation and power

A hermeneutical-constructivist perspective offers a methodology of interpretation and
a theory of meaningful human action.11 In this article, I will only focus on the

second.12 In this theory, interpretations are understood as ‘elementary particles’ in the
fabric of social reality. This can be understood as follows. Social actions of human

actors are always based on how they individually or collectively interpret social and
material phenomena, in other words, how they interpret themselves, other
individuals, social groups, institutional structures, and the ideational and material

context in which they have to act. The coherent set of these interpretations can be
defined as a scheme of interpretation. These schemes have a dual quality. On the one

hand, human interpretations are constituted and produced by processes of social
interactions taking place in a specific social and historical context. This refers to the

domestic and international fields in which these actors have to act, and which are
characterized by the dynamics of domestic politics, the state of public opinion,

bureaucratic politics within the state machinery, the rules governing the international
system, the distribution of military, industrial and financial resources, and the policies

of other states.13 This context, or, in other words, the ‘social structure’, shapes, makes
possible and constrains all forms of human agency. On the other hand, human
schemes of interpretation, discourses, and practices play a role in constructing context

and social structure. On different levels of social reality (ranging from the group level
over societies to the international system), the social structure is constantly

reproduced (or possibly changed) through complex processes of social interactions
based on various intersubjectively and collectively shared schemes of interpretation.

When studying individuals’ and social groups’ schemes of interpretation and
discourses, it is important to constantly keep in mind that actors do not always express

these interpretations explicitly. Some remain unspoken, some may even be
unconscious. Moreover, when actors express their interpretations in texts, discourses,
policies, or other actions, they can always do so for tactical or strategic reasons.

Therefore, analyzing schemes of interpretation and discourses is, on the part of the
historian, necessarily a work of interpretation.

In a subsequent move, which is very important for the goals of this article, these
schemes of interpretation can be further conceptualized by distinguishing between

their different constitutive dimensions. These dimensions refer to different
explanatory factors. A first dimension encompasses views of the domestic sphere

and, more specifically, the ideas political leaders and diplomats hold on how the
political and economic context can or should have an impact on foreign policy and

vice versa. A second dimension points to their views on the position of their state and
other states in the international political and economic system. This includes views
about national and international security, geopolitics, material resources, the relative

distribution of wealth and military strength in the international system, international
trade, etc.14 A third dimension refers to the set of ideological visions held by members

of governing elites. This encompasses both their own ideological views (e.g. democratic
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and economic liberalism or Marxism), as well as the way in which the other’s ideology
is interpreted (e.g. anticommunism and anti-capitalism).15 A fourth dimension can be

defined as the historical memory of members of the political, military, and diplomatic
elite. This dimension potentially shapes political leaders’ and diplomats’ schemes of

thought and action in various ways, for instance through analogy-thinking.16 The fifth
dimension refers to interpretations, discourses and practices which can be defined as

cultural, such as ethnicity, race, gender, religion, and politically and socially acceptable
or desirable behaviour.17

In their possibly ambiguous interrelatedness, these five dimensions constitute a
scheme of interpretation which is held individually or shared intersubjectively by
members of the ruling elites of states. A lot of scholarly work has been done on various

elements of all these dimensions (see the works mentioned in the notes), but, as I stated
in the introduction, in a too fragmented way. For example, scholars have written

interesting narratives on how the diplomatic relations between Americans and Soviets
were shaped and influenced by cultural factors, such as masculinity and sociability, but

not on how these factors were interrelated with others, such as geopolitics, security or
ideology. To understand the origins of the Cold War, however, it is necessary to have a

theoretical framework which integrates all these explanatory factors. Breaking up
policy-makers’ and diplomats’ schemes of interpretation into their various dimensions
presents a possible way of doing this. Of course, the specific ‘substance’ or meaning of

these dimensions is contingent and dependent on specific historical situations.
Therefore, they have to be interpreted and reconstructed through empirical study. For

example, security in itself is an empty signifier. We always have to analyze what it
means in a specific context, at a specific time. In other words, security is not something

constant, but its meaning is shaped by how actors and social groups think and speak
about it. In international politics, for example, security can be defined as unilateral

defence, by military means, of the homeland. After the atrocities of the world wars,
however, the belief that security can only be achieved through international and

multilateral cooperation, has gained prominence among practitioners and scholars. It
is clear that the way in which policy-makers and diplomats will act when it comes to
matters relating to security policy, is dependent on how they understand what security

means in a specific context, at a specific time.
This brings us to the issue of agency. Indeed, policy-makers and diplomats act,

interact, and shape their policies and political behaviour on the basis of their schemes
of interpretation. Explanatory factors, such as security, ideology, culture, the

international system, the domestic sphere, and geopolitics are not only understood as
contextual factors, exogenously shaping policy-makers’ and diplomats’ actions, but

also as dimensions of individually or collectively held schemes of interpretation, on the
basis of which individual actors and groups speak and act. Thus, we have not only
found a way to integrate various explanatory factors in one conceptual framework, but

also to address the important question of agency.
In many hermeneutical analyses, conceptualization stops here.18 Critical theorists,

however, have pointed to the importance of power in order to understand how
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schemes of interpretation and discourses are constituted or produced, how humans
share these schemes, how they shape social interactions, and what effects these

interactions have. Indeed, humans always think and act in social fields and contexts in
which they are engaged in networks of dynamic power relations. Crucially, in these

networks, certain schemes of interpretation and discourse are hegemonic,19 while
others have a more marginal or even a repressed status. Thus, in critical power-

analysis, power is not exclusively understood as a capability some actors, groups or
nations possess more than others; as something that solely works top-down; or as

something that only has repressive effects. Power is seen as a much more
multidimensional and relational process.20 Any given social or political field or order
is, indeed, always characterized by an unequal distribution of resources and

capabilities. However, taking the definition of power further, critical power-analysis
studies how in these fields or orders specific schemes of interpretation and discourses

are hegemonic, or are being challenged by other schemes as a result of complex
processes of social interactions or even struggles between groups of actors. All humans

and social groups (e.g. political leaders, the foreign policy elite of a certain state) find
themselves positioned in these fields, domestic or international, and must deal with

and react to the respective schemes of interpretation and discourses which manifest
themselves in the various fields. The ways in which actors relate to, react to, or engage
with these interpretations and discourses can be understood as the effects or workings of

power. As a result of these workings of power, individual actors become part of and
engaged in the hegemonic schemes of interpretation and practice which form the basis

of a given historical social and political order. A first category of these workings of
power is the more classic manifestation of power: the capacity of the strongest and

most resourceful actors in the field to impose their will through techniques of pressure
or oppression. Other categories of workings of power can be understood as processes

of strategic adaptation of identities, preferences, and policies in order to keep up with
evolving or changing environments; as processes of socialization with hegemonic

interpretations and discourses; and, finally, as processes of resistance, deviation,
silencing, and marginalization.
Applied to the immediate post-war period and the early Cold War, this

hermeneutical-constructivist framework implies that it is necessary, in a first step, to
interpret how, in the specific historical context of international politics at the end of

World War II, various actors and groups of actors (members of political, diplomatic,
and military elites) interpreted world politics and the role of their own nation in it. In

this step, it is important to look at the various dimensions in their schemes of
interpretation. Another crucial question here is to find out which schemes of

interpretation were hegemonic. Therefore, both public and private discourses must be
analyzed. Then, in a second step, it is necessary to study how these schemes began to
evolve and shift during the early post-war years. Which schemes of interpretation and

discourses became hegemonic, and which were marginalized? To understand these
evolutions, we point to two causalmechanisms: social interactions and the workings of

power. Based on their interpretations, actors and social groups acted, interacted with,
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and reacted to others. These interactions had effects: they provided information on the
basis of which actors changed their initial interpretations or, instead, decided that their

original positions were vindicated. Feelings of trust (or mistrust) were confirmed or
denied. Secondly, in the process of evolving schemes of interpretation and discourse,

particular schemes became hegemonic, while others were marginalized. To understand
how actors dealt with and reacted to these evolutions and processes, we need to take

into account the various workings of power, as conceptualized above. Thus, we can
analyse whether actors strategically adapted their interpretations and preferences to

comply with hegemonic interpretations and discourses, were pressured to follow suit,
or chose to resist and strive for alternative options. The final result of all these
evolutions and processes was the construction of a specific ordering of relations, an

overarching system of interpretations and discourses, which became hegemonic in the
international system: hostile bipolarity. In the next section of this article, I will try to

sketch the broad outlines of this hermeneutical-constructivist reading of the origins of
the Cold War.

Hostile bipolarization

In the period between 1944 and the early 1950s, international politics were marked by
a gradual process of hostile bipolarization. A world order emerged, based on two

hostile blocs of states. Members of the political, diplomatic, and military elites and
significant parts of public opinion in both blocs shared this central assumption: the

other bloc was regarded as the enemy. Two groups of states, each with its own set of
collectively shared interpretations, discourses, and practices opposed each other. The
system of hostile bipolarity, with its characteristic friend and enemy images and

conflicting world views, had become hegemonic in international politics.
In 1944, however, no one in the ruling elites in the West and the East had a clear

conception of how post-war international politics ultimately would evolve. To
understand how, in five years time, the process of hostile bipolarization unfolded, we

need to analyse, in a first step, how, in the specific historical context of international
politics at the end of World War II, various actors and groups of actors (members of

political, diplomatic and military elites) interpreted world politics and the role of their
own nation in it. The United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union were the great
victors of World War II. The American economy had shown its gigantic industrial

capacities; in 1945, the United States was the undisputed economic leader of the world.
The Soviet Union had suffered great destruction as a result of the war, but the victories

of its massive Red Army had brought the country to the forefront of the international
stage. Great Britain had also suffered heavy losses because of the war effort. The status

of the British Empire in the international system would gradually become reduced in
the post-war period. Thus, the systemic context of international relations after the war

was amenable to the rise of two superpowers, one basing its position on its economic
and military capacities, the other mainly on its military potential. A structural-realist

account understands this systemic bipolarity as the most salient variable to explain
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the origins of the Cold War. Although any attempt to understand the ColdWar should
take into account a structural analysis of the world political system at the end of World

War II, in itself it does not suffice to explain the strikingly hostile character and
the ideological dimensions of the conflict – indispensable factors in understanding the

Cold War. Moreover, this explanation does not sufficiently explain how and when
the schemes of interpretation and discourses of members of foreign policy and

military elites in both western and eastern states evolved. A realist reading of the
origins of the Cold War, in other words, lacks historical context.21 To make the picture

more complete, we need to take into account explanatory factors such as ideology and
culture. In recent decades, these elements have received ample attention in the ‘new’
Cold War History, but, as I argued above, in a rather fragmented manner. That is why,

in a first move, we need to try to reconstruct policy makers’ and diplomats’ schemes of
interpretations in their various dimensions. In this move, it is important to pay

attention to both public and private discourses, to possible ambiguities and tensions
between these discourses, and, crucially, to interpret which interpretations and

discourses were hegemonic.
In 1944–45, the ‘cooperation paradigm’ was the hegemonic scheme of

interpretation in most political and diplomatic elites, both in the East and in the
West. In Washington, London, Moscow, and other capitals, many were attached to the
idea of post-war continuation of the Grand Alliance. Firstly, and importantly, this

‘cooperation paradigm’ was characterized by its underlying conception of security. It
was understood that security and enduring peace could not be established without

continued cooperation between the ‘Big Three’ and all the United Nations. This
conception served the economic interests of all parties; the American political and

diplomatic elites strived for a world order based on free trade and open relations
between states,22 while the continuation of the Grand Alliance made it possible for the

Soviets to launch their immense reconstruction effort.23

A second feature of the ‘cooperation paradigm’ was that ideology was interpreted as

a domestic factor, which did not have immediate consequences for international
politics or the relations between the great powers. In other words, the great powers
recognized and accepted their socio-political and economic differences. Indeed,

Geoffrey Roberts has argued that, at the end of the war, as the Soviet armies advanced
through Eastern Europe and as the Left in Western Europe could count on a more

general popularity than ever before, for a while a more ideological concept of the peace
began to figure in Stalin’s thinking (a peace of a people’s democratic Europe in which

Soviet security and interests would be guaranteed by communist and left-wing
hegemony in Europe). However, he also argued that, at the same time, Stalin did not

see a people’s democratic Central and East Europe and a Western Europe dominated
by the Left as necessarily incompatible with a continuation of tripartite negotiations
and arrangements with Britain and the United States.24

Thirdly, the ‘cooperation paradigm’ was characterized by a historically inspired
reasoning, which, in 1944 and in the beginning of 1945, explained the possible

expansionist tendencies of the Soviets in Central and Eastern Europe and elsewhere in
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terms of a continuation of the politics of the czarist regime. This reasoning,
importantly, not only made Soviet behaviour predictable and understandable, it also

implied that the Soviet Union was regarded as an equal partner in international
politics, because it behaved as a traditional great power. Cooperation within the rules

of the traditional diplomatic game, then, seemed possible. Vladimir Zubok and
Constantine Pleshakov have remarked that Stalin possibly identified himself with Czar

Alexander I, a victorious emperor and a post-war partner of his wartime allies at the
Vienna Congress of 1815.25

The ‘cooperation paradigm’ retained its hegemonic status in political and
diplomatic circles for some time after the end of the war, in any case in political
leaders’ and diplomats’ public discourses. Behind the scenes, however, other more

sceptical and critical voices were to be heard. These were the expression of another
interpretive paradigm with regard to the possibilities of continued cooperation

between the great powers. In some cases, these interpretations merely expressed
uncertainties and feelings of mistrust with regard to the motives of the other wartime

partners. In other cases, these sceptical interpretations were the manifestation of
resistance by conservatives or hardliners, who did not believe in the possibility of

cooperation between communists and capitalists. In other words, they did not believe
the promises and reasonings of the ‘cooperation paradigm’. An important occasion
which sparked these expressions of scepticism and criticism was the impressive march

of the Red Army into Eastern and Central Europe. This Soviet advance into Europe
not only led to sometimes bitter discussions between the ‘Big Three’, it also caused

mistrust and suspicion on both sides. Stalin feared that the Americans and British
would not allow the Soviets to establish a zone of influence in Eastern Europe, which

he regarded as a safety buffer against renewed German aggression. The American and
British attempts to keep a foot in the door again roused his fears, which were rooted in

ideological presuppositions as well as in his country’s historical experience.26

Conversely, in the West, Stalin’s politics in Eastern Europe stirred up discussions about

the ‘true’ motives of the ‘enigmatic’ Stalin.
This ‘sceptical paradigm’ was expressed in different dimensions. Firstly, it was

characterized by an ideological reading of the motives and actions of the others. Thus,

Stalin’s politics were interpreted as an attempt to spread communism beyond the
borders of the Soviet Union, while the Soviets suspected a capitalist move to encircle

them. Secondly, a geopolitical interpretation of world politics gained importance.
Melvyn Leffler has argued that in 1944–45, the American political and military elites

increasingly began to frame US national security in terms of correlates of power,
whereby power was defined by economic resources, military might (air force and naval

bases), and territory. In this conception of national security, it was implied that the
Soviet Union, which controlled the immense Eurasian heartland and seemed to be
planning to extend its influence in Europe, was rapidly becoming a potential

adversary.27 Leffler further argued that this definition of national security (other than
the multilateral and internationalist conception of security) was inherently in conflict

with the strategic imperatives of the Soviet Union.28 This geopolitical interpretation of
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world politics was also manifest in the Anglo-American project to acquire a monopoly
over the world’s supply of uranium. In the case of General Leslie Groves, who headed

the project, these geopolitical goals were complemented with the ideological
assumption that communist Russia would be the next adversary of the US.29 The

‘sceptical’ interpretations, importantly, also had a cultural dimension. For example, in
his article on Averell Harriman, Frank Costigliola has shown how conceptions of

sociability affected diplomatic and political relations between the Americans and the
Soviets.30 Another illustration of the cultural dimension in diplomats’ sceptical

interpretations of the other, is offered by the remarks of the Belgian ambassador in
London, the conservative Baron Emile de Cartier de Marchienne. After a diplomatic
incident between Soviet authorities and western diplomats (the latter were prevented

from disembarking in the port of Constantza), de Cartier wrote to his minister: ‘This
gesture of the Russian government, even if it is commanded by the necessities of the

politics it pursues, truly lacks this courtoisie which, of late, determined international
relations and which are so perfectly defined by the “comitas inter gentes”’.31 What de

Cartier implied was that, despite the diplomatic recognition of the Soviet Union in the
1930s, the Soviets remained outsiders to him, because they did not comply with the

rules of courtesy and savoir faire of the traditional diplomatic game. Thus, he
reinforced the old idea, which was often heard in diplomatic circles in the inter-war
period, that the Soviets operated outside the ‘normal’, traditional field of diplomacy.

In sum, although in 1944–45, the ‘cooperation paradigm’ was still hegemonic in
political and diplomatic elites in the West as well as in the East, another, ‘sceptical

paradigm’, was expressed in various sorts of discourses. These were to be heard mostly
behind the diplomatic scenes. Nevertheless, they did not only create ambiguities

between public and private discourses, but also significantly increased the potential of
tensions between the wartime partners.

In 1946, the tensions between the great powers rapidly increased over a series of
issues and problems such as Germany,32 Italy, Japan, Iran, Turkey, Greece,33 and

nuclear arms control.34 As a result, the hegemonic status of the ‘cooperation paradigm’
came under serious pressure. Sceptical interpretations and mistrust of the other side,
which until then were mostly expressed in private, rapidly gained prominence in

political leaders’ and diplomats’ discourses. Their schemes of interpretation became
less and less imbued with ambiguities and pointed ever more in the same direction: the

‘other’ was no longer interpreted as a perhaps difficult but essentially cooperative
partner, but as a potential threat. Ideology was no longer seen as an exclusively

domestic affair; on both sides it was increasingly interpreted as an impulse behind the
expansionist polities of the other side. Geopolitically, the tensions between the great

powers were no longer regarded as a continuation of the traditional ‘great game’, but as
a struggle between (ideologically opposed) adversaries, who, as could be suspected,
strived for world domination of their socio-economic system. In historical analogies

Stalin was regarded as the new Hitler, with whom no appeasement was possible, while
the Soviets began to interpret the actions of the US and Great Britain as the renewed

manifestation of the threat from the West, which made sense in a narrative which
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emphasized the historical continuation of western hostility against the Soviet Union
since the intervention in 1917. Public marker stones of these developments were

Churchill’s Fulton speech and Stalin’s exposition on the existence of two systems in
world politics. Behind the scenes, sceptical and mistrustful interpretations found

expressions in the Novikov, Kennan, and Roberts ‘long telegrams’ of 1946.35

The year 1947 marked a true turning point. By the end of that year, political and

diplomatic elites had definitively abandoned the ‘cooperation paradigm’ in favour of
the ‘sceptical paradigm’, which, moreover, evolved into a ‘hostility paradigm’. This

hostile interpretive paradigm now became hegemonic in political, diplomatic, and
military circles on both sides. In the West, the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan
were crucial milestones in this process. In the East, the evolution towards hostilization

was marked by Soviet ideologue Andrei Zhdanov’s proclamation of the ‘Two Camps’
Doctrine, the foundation of the Kominform, and Stalinization of the political regimes

in the Soviet sphere.36

A first hallmark of the ‘hostility paradigm’ was that both sides firmly placed

responsibility for the break-up of the Grand Alliance in the other camp. Secondly, the
hostility increasingly was framed in explicit ideological (anticommunist and

anticapitalist) terms. This was based on the interpretation of the world in precepts
concerning the divisions and contradictions in socialist–capitalist relations.37 Thirdly,
geopolitically, the evolution of world politics toward bipolarization was enforced.

A fourth hallmark of the ‘hostility paradigm’ was that, by now, all actors thought of the
multilateral conception of security as outdated. The United Nations organization had

become completely paralyzed by increasing hostilization and bipolarization. Security
was now almost exclusively understood in terms of defence against the military and

ideological threat of the enemy. Protection against this threat was sought both on the
international level, by strengthening the military and intelligence services and by

looking for partners and allies, as well as domestically, by securing the state apparatus
against the presence of spies and subversive elements. All these developments resulted

in what Barry Buzan, Ole Waever, and Jaap DeWilde have described as securitization.38

This concept refers to the moves which bring an issue or a policy beyond the
established rules of the political game and define them as something which transcends

‘normal’ politics. The established political game presupposes that ‘politicized’ issues
are the subject of an open and public dialogue and confrontation, and eventually lead

to a compromise between various actors and interests. In the case of a securitized issue,
however, the rules of this political game no longer apply. They are replaced by a

discourse on existential threats and by a state of emergency, both internationally and
domestically. This legitimizes the use of extraordinary measures and actions outside

the normal boundaries of the political procedure. Those who offer resistance
against these discourses and practices run the risk of being labelled as potential threats
themselves. It can be argued that the Soviet Union, because of the totalitarian

character of its regime, was an inherently securitized state. Still, after 1947 it became
clear that also Soviet policies in Eastern Europe became increasingly securitized. In the

United States, securitization was manifest in the construction of the National Security
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State, the foundation of the Central Intelligence Agency, and in the expulsion of
communists from the state apparatus.

By the end of 1947, the ‘hostility paradigm’ had become hegemonic in Washington
and Moscow. This, however, had not been an uncontested process. In the United

States, for example, former Vice President and Secretary of Commerce Henry Wallace
remained a critical voice, calling out against the hostilization of relations between the

US and the Soviet Union. In his discourses, Wallace kept referring to elements of
the ‘cooperation paradigm’. He had already been fired by the end of 1946, and in the

course of 1947 his voice became increasingly marginal in the tidal wave of hostile
discourses.39 With regard to the Soviet Union, Geoffrey Roberts has analyzed how, in
the course of 1947, the realist discourse of Soviet diplomats such as Ivan Maisky and

Maksim Litvinov became more and more marginalized and was replaced by another,
ideologically driven discourse.40

Thus, between 1944 and 1947, major shifts in political leaders’ and diplomats’
schemes of interpretation and discourses took place. This can be understood as an

evolution from a ‘cooperation paradigm’ to a ‘hostility paradigm’. How can we explain
these paradigmatic shifts? Two causal reasonings can be useful here. First, schemes of

interpretation began to shift and evolve as a result of interactions and reactions. Ruling
elites on both sides based their actions and policies on their interpretations of the
other, and, as was mentioned above, these were marked by scepticism, uncertainty, and

mistrust. Interactions between the wartime partners could not remedy this. On the
contrary, interactions at the many conferences and meetings of the immediate postwar

years, confirmed sceptical interpretations and mistrust of the other.41 Thus, scepticism
and mistrust gradually began to grow into opposition and, later, hostility. The

pessimists on both sides turned out to be more accurate in their forecasts than the
advocates of the ‘cooperation paradigm’, in part because these pessimistic

interpretations worked as self-fulfilling prophecies. They inspired actions, attitudes,
and policies that in turn resulted in the very thing that was feared – hostility between

the capitalist West and the communist East.42 In other words, the road from scepticism
to mistrust and more radical perceptions of ‘otherness’, and eventually to enmity,
proved to be a very easy one to travel during the early years of the Cold War.43

Second, changes and developments in schemes of interpretation and discourse can
also be understood as effects of power. Politicians and diplomats changed their ways of

thinking and speaking as the result of pressures, disciplining processes, strategic
adaptation, or socialization with hegemonic interpretations and discourses. Thus,

most members of the political, diplomatic, and military elites in Washington and
Moscow followed the paradigmatic shift from the cooperative to the hostile

interpretation scheme. Those who resisted this shift were disciplined, marginalized, or
discarded (e.g. Wallace, Litvinov). These workings of power are, furthermore, not only
useful conceptual instruments to help understanding how hostilization and

bipolarization shaped the relations between the US and the Soviet Union, they are
also valuable in explaining how other, smaller countries became involved in the

formation of the Cold War blocs.
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Until 1947, most countries in Western Europe were rather reluctant to engage in the
global struggle between the Americans, the British, and the Soviets. Scandinavian

governments, for instance, favoured an independent course, and, because they feared
an irreversible rupture in Europe, only hesitantly accepted the Marshall Plan. The

Belgian government, headed by Paul-Henri Spaak, had the same fears.44 The French
government had equally been hesitant in unequivocally following the Anglo-American

course, although by the summer of 1947 a shift in French policy was already
manifest.45 In countries in Western and Northern Europe, decisions such as

participation in the Marshall Plan, integration of the western zones of Germany, and
alignment with the United States were subjected to intense debates and even raised
serious doubts. In Western Europe, rumours of a ‘Third Force’ were still to be heard in

the course of 1948.46 In Eastern Europe, the political regimes of countries in the Soviet
sphere were, until the summer of 1947, still characterized by a certain degree of

diversity. Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Romania were ruled by communist regimes
comparable to the Soviet model. Countries such as Hungary, Poland, and

Czechoslovakia, on the other hand, were still governed by coalition regimes, generally
dominated by the communist party.47 In June and July 1947, some of these countries

were quite eager to join the Marshall Plan.
Thus, in many countries within both blocs the choices of alignment and bloc

formation were neither obvious nor uncontested. However, the European countries

had to follow suit and, willingly or unwillingly, became involved in the establishment
of the two blocs. In both blocs the paradigm of hostile bipolarity, with its characteristic

friend and enemy images and interpretations and discourses of a sharp ‘we/they’
distinction, became the hegemonic way of sense-making.

Of course, very different workings of power, techniques and strategies are
discernible in the construction of the two blocs. In the East, the Soviets clearly applied

tough techniques such as repression, oppression, and disciplining in the creation of
their bloc, certainly after 1947, when Stalinization processes were carried out in all

countries in the Soviet sphere. Although in some instances the United States applied
pressure on its allies in Western Europe,48 in 1947–49 the formation of the western
bloc, on the other hand, was characterized more by ‘softer’ workings of power:

strategic behaviour on the part of leaders and diplomats of smaller countries who had
to adapt their preferences and policies to the context that was shaped by the

interactions between the great powers, the attraction of campaigns and discourses
such as ‘productivity’ during the Marshall Plan,49 and socialization of elites in Western

Europe with hegemonic ‘Atlanticist’ discourses and practices. The processes of hostile
bipolarization permeated both the field of foreign policy as well as domestic politics.

While Western European countries’ security policies were attuned to the Washington’s
direction, domestically Communist parties were exiled from the democratic
consensus. Thus, the hostile and ideological bipolar structure of international

relations emerged, and the hegemonic system of hostile bipolarity was constructed and
institutionalized. Through interactions and the various workings of power, the

hegemonic schemes of interpretation, discourses and practices were constantly
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reproduced in both blocs, as well as the hostile and bipolarized international relations
between both blocs. During the second half of the twentieth century, the hegemonic

interpretive schemes of hostile bipolarity became engrained and institutionalized in
societies in the East and the West, economically, politically, militarily, ideologically,

and culturally: we only need to compare the urban landscapes of the Kurfürstendamm
and the Karl-Marx-Allee in Berlin to get a grasp of how deeply the process of hostile

bipolarization affected societies both in the East and in the West.

Conclusion

These are the outlines of a hermeneutical-constructivist reading of the origins of the
Cold War. It offers a theoretical framework capable of integrating various explanatory

factors, such as security, ideology, culture, and geopolitics, by conceptualizing them as
dimensions of individually and collectively held schemes of interpretation. Thus, it can
remedy the problem of theoretical fragmentation which characterizes the current state

of the debate on the origins of the Cold War. Furthermore, it combines insights into
how the schemes of interpretation and action of members of the political, diplomatic,

and military elites evolved with an understanding of larger contextual developments,
by showing how processes such as hostilization, bipolarization, and securitization

resulted in the construction of the hegemonic system of hostile bipolarity.
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