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The Cold War and the 
Soviet State

The Soviet Union had possessed the largest military machine
ever assembled on this planet by a single political authority. It
had been governed by an apparently monolithic party with
historically unparalleled instruments of compulsion. Tentacles
of its elaborate bureaucracy had reached into every crevice of its
subjects’ lives. Its ideology had purported to reveal the secret
of harnessing the very tides of history. How could such a state
simply have destroyed itself?1

All major geopolitical processes appear to be working against
the continuation of Soviet world power. Cumulative disadvan-
tage should be expected to reach major proportions in the
next century, and the coincidence of crises on several fronts
simultaneously could occur at any time.2

After all, the Soviet Union seemed to be such a giant block of
stone, such a vast and powerful state, uniting people of more
than a hundred different nationalities.3

[T]he chances of system breakdown in the Soviet Union within
the next five to ten years are probably better than even.4

It is not now (nor will it be during the next decade) in the
throes of a true systemic crisis, for it boasts unused reserves of
political and social stability that are sufficient to endure the
most severe foreseeable difficulties.5

Introduction

In 1985, Mikhail Gorbachev ascended to power in the USSR. In selecting
a young reformer to the position of General Secretary, the Politburo had
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recognised the pressing need to revitalise the Soviet Union. To this end,
the leadership imposed a series of reforms aimed at reinvigorating the
Soviet economy and society. Among the transformations, the shifts in
foreign policy were the most radical and naturally drew the attention of
the world. The aim of these, it is said, was to establish favourable exter-
nal conditions for domestic reform. Yet, three years after Gorbachev’s
momentous speech to the United Nations in December 1988, the Soviet
Union collapsed. This book explores the relationship between foreign
policy change and the Soviet collapse. Its aim is to ascertain the extent to
which the Soviet Union’s international confrontation with the capitalist
West, and its end, contributed to the strengthening and weakening of
the Soviet state. The main conclusion is that this confrontation, of which
Cold War was the acute second phase, became an important element of
the Soviet state, and helped make the state’s claim to rule a more effec-
tive political mechanism. The state’s international stance of manifest
hostility, in both social systemic and geopolitical terms, was a crucial
component of Soviet state power. The retreat from this confrontational
posture, undertaken by Gorbachev and his leadership team throughout
the 1980s, removed this component and weakened the state by under-
mining important institutional–functional aspects of the Soviet state
and helped make it vulnerable to the forces of economic crisis, elite
fragmentation and nationalism which ultimately caused its collapse.

This book is concerned with the way in which the Soviet Union’s
confrontation with the West shaped the structures of the Soviet state. It
does not, however, follow the line espoused by writers such as Chomsky
and Kaldor, that the Cold War was used by the Soviet Union, and indeed
the United States, to control its own population and, in a crudely instru-
mental way, augment its power.6 The focus is rather on the way in which
the state’s international circumstances influenced the form and charac-
ter of its relations with the society it ruled. The book is not intended to
be an exhaustive study of the historical development of the Soviet state,
instead it takes as its focus the relationship between the shift in interna-
tional behaviour, which led to the end of the Cold War, and the ultimate
collapse. The purpose of this is three-fold: first, to examine the nature of
the relationship between the end of the Cold War and the Soviet fall;
second, to illustrate the unique role played by the international
confrontation in the functioning and failure of the Soviet state; and
third, to establish the basis for a reconceptualisation of the relationship
between domestic and international spheres in International Relations
(IR) theory.

It is important to emphasise, at the outset, that the book does not
claim that the end of the Cold War alone caused the collapse of the
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Soviet Union. The collapse of a state is an extremely complex event that
can never be reduced to one overriding cause such as economic crisis,
failed leadership or inadequate military power. Events such as these can
only be understood as products of both longer term processes as well
as shorter term conjunctures. The book will examine one part of this
process in the Soviet Union: the role played by the end of the interna-
tional confrontation with the capitalist West in making the Soviet state
vulnerable. In the past, the Soviet state had been able to resolve a myr-
iad of economic, political and social problems and retain its pre-
eminent position; this book argues that part of the reason why the
Soviet state was made fatally vulnerable to its economic, social and eth-
nic problems at this time was the removal of the international conflict
from its structures of power.

Redeeming the international

Any study which seeks to examine the relationship between the end of
the Cold War and the Soviet collapse must engage with the anterior
question of the relationship between the Soviet state and the Cold War.
The Soviet Union was produced by the revolutionary aspirations of the
Bolsheviks. Its underlying purpose had been to challenge the interna-
tional system of states and markets and to produce a superior form of
socio-economic rule. It is not surprising that the way in which this
international challenge was played out had a clear impact on the
organisation and functioning of Soviet state institutions. This book
utilises a novel theory of state power derived from historical sociological
theory to model the functioning of the Soviet state so as to consider the
international sources of its power and, particularly, the role that the
conflict with the West played in shaping the structures of Soviet power.
This is undertaken so that reasonable deductions can be made about
the consequences for the state when its international posture was
transformed in the 1980s.

The assertion which lies at the heart of this study is that international
factors are of great importance to the formation, consolidation and
development of states. At first glance, this is rather self-evident. That
political actors use the international environment to advance their
cause is hardly a novel supposition. In the Russian case, the Bolsheviks
made their revolution in chaotic circumstances created by the Czarist
failures in the First World War. But more is meant by this claim than just
instrumentalism, though instrumentalism is clearly a key factor. States
are made possible by the international realm. Indeed, the notion of the
modern sovereign state requires that the totality of social space be
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carved up into domains of exclusive authority. At this fundamental
level, states are necessarily international. Yet, between this level and the
instrumental, one can also map out ways in which international fac-
tors are central to states. From beyond their borders economic, ideolog-
ical and political forces derive which, in interaction with domestic
circumstances, form and reinforce the state in its specific historical
development. In this sense, it can be said that the state is an inherently
internationalised social institution.

All states are, therefore, influenced by international factors, to a
certain extent. Yet some states, such as the Soviet Union, are more influ-
enced than others. The Soviet state was ideologically charged. Few states
have had such an evangelical internationalist ideology at their base,
indeed, the challenge to the international system of economics and pol-
itics posed by the USSR, represented an overt ideological international-
ism unequalled in modern history. While the principles of this ideology
were not always followed as stringently as the rhetoric implied, the fun-
damental idea of the Soviet Union was international. More directly, the
organisation of Soviet society and economy during the Stalinist period
of consolidation was predicated on an international challenge from
without and the construction of the means to respond to this threat.
Beyond this organisation around an international challenge, itself not
unique in modern history, following 1945, the Soviet state set about
creating an extensive set of strategic military deployments, a range of
international alliances and series of ideological, political and military
networks which became its highest priority. Its confrontation with the
West, which took the form of a nuclear arms race, a geopolitical compe-
tition and a rhetorical conflict, was the most acute part of this set of
international interests. These actions derived both from the ideological
aspirations of Soviet communism as well as from the Soviet perception
of threat which they experienced. In short, due to its ideological foun-
dations, its aspirations and its actions the Soviet state should be thought
of as an internationalised state. In its formation, consolidation and
practice of power, the international was crucial to the functioning of the
Soviet state.

If international factors are an important aspect of state power, one
must also recognise that the practice of state power influences the mech-
anisms with which states exercise their authority. That is, how a state
behaves and carries out its rule will shape the institutions with which it
undertakes these actions. As such, it is not unreasonable to argue that
how the Soviet Union carried out its international relations, specifically
its confrontation with the West, in both its pre-1941 and post-1945
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forms, influenced the nature and organisation of the Soviet state. The
practice of the ideological mission to overthrow capitalism, while
responding to the perceived provocations of the US-led West, came to
play a significant role in the functioning of the Soviet state. As a conse-
quence of this, when the reformist elite began to transform Soviet
international relations, it began to change, unknowingly, some of the
state’s crucial workings. Thus the relationship between the end of the
Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union is, if viewed from the per-
spective of the functioning of state rule, much closer than may at first
appear. The international causes of the Soviet collapse, specifically, the
causes deriving from the end of the Cold War, need to be considered
more closely so as to facilitate a fuller understanding of both the break-
down of Soviet power and its relationship to the end of the postwar
international hostility.

Much has been written which attempts to explain and understand the
end of the Cold War and the Soviet collapse. For example, IR theorists
have used the end of superpower hostilities as further grist in their
respective theory-quarrel mills,7 and political scientists have used the
Soviet collapse to think through some of the broader claims about the
nature of state power.8 Yet there has been little written which has
attempted to draw any causal links between these two events in any
systematic fashion.9 Indeed, in most studies which examine the Soviet
collapse in close detail, the international dimension rarely rates a men-
tion; aside from glancing towards the international context in the form
of a costly arms race or a diplomatic squeeze, the literature treats the
collapse as a strictly domestic level event.10

With a number of exceptions,11 the literature which has sought to
provide explanations of the Soviet collapse has overwhelmingly stressed
the domestic sources of weakness. While there has been a considerable
literature looking at the role of international factors transforming Soviet
foreign policy which implies an impact on the domestic unravelling, in
terms of distinctly international study of the causes of Soviet collapse,
little thorough work exists. The emphasis may vary, some argue that
nationalities were the pre-eminent problem, others the economy, and
yet others the system of rule, but the vast majority of scholars have
failed to locate the Soviet state collapse in its dual international and
domestic context.

Interactions between domestic and international have traditionally
not been the strongest point of IR scholarship. The end of the Cold War
and the collapse of the Soviet Union has, unsurprisingly, produced a
small literature which engages with both realms in seeking to explain
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either the end of the Cold War or the collapse of the Soviet Union. One
particular line of argument links relative decline and foreign policy
transformation,12 another line considers the failings of the Soviet form
of modernisation, and the West’s dual thwarting of Soviet expansionism
and presentation of an appealing alternative as the cause of Cold War
moderation.13 Also, the Soviet experience in Afghanistan has also been
identified as a cause of its transformation and ultimate collapse.14 The
constructivist and ideational based accounts of this period also seek to
make a connection between international and domestic political change
but are focussed too much on the role of ideas and neglect material
sources of change.15 While this literature offers diverse views on the end
of the Cold War and the Soviet collapse, it simply does not consider, in
any depth, the causal relationship between foreign policy change, the
transformation of the international system and the breakdown of Soviet
power.

One might have thought that the renowned current-event histories may
have considered this in more detail. Garthoff, perhaps the most influential
of the latter, argues that rapprochement was driven by Soviet initiatives
and domestic developments.16 Others focus too heavily on personal rela-
tionships and diplomatic negotiation to reveal much about these broader
questions.17 More importantly, the current-event history suffers from two
broader problems: first, it views the end of the Cold War as a purely diplo-
matic and foreign policy level event, that is, an agreement between elites
and nothing more; second, it takes the Cold War as a self-evident and
unproblematic fact and it does not consider what the Cold War was, nor
what the underlying causes and dynamics of the conflict were.

Memoirs are an important source when analysing this kind of
contemporary history, particularly when much of the official documen-
tation is either unavailable or reveals very little. In spite of the prolifera-
tion of memoirs from decision-makers and first-hand observers,18 little
insight into the relationship between the end of the Cold War and the
Soviet collapse is produced. Unsurprisingly, the Soviet memoirs, partic-
ularly those critical of Gorbachev and the reform programme, tend to
consider the relationship between the end of the Cold War and the
Soviet collapse in more causal terms, yet the links are weak and not sys-
tematically examined. More importantly, in focussing so heavily on the
personal, the significant structural dimensions of the collapse are not
effectively considered among the Soviet memoirs.

The traditional narrative, therefore, sets out two remarkable events
which are depicted as being reasonably discrete. Following the orthodox
hermetic division between international and domestic, the end of the
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Cold War is portrayed as an international event and the collapse a
distinctly domestic one. Here, issue is taken with this depiction of the
character of and relationship between these two developments. The end-
ing of the Cold War was fundamental to the events of 1991 and any
causal study of the Soviet collapse needs to address the nature of the rela-
tionship between the restructuring of Soviet foreign policy and the
breakdown of state power; in short, the international is important. The
purpose of the book, therefore, is to remedy this neglect and to do so it
introduces a historical sociological concept of the state as an analytic
device. In advancing the argument that international confrontation
helped influence the institutions of the Soviet state, the book seeks to
redeem the international as a causal source of the Soviet collapse and,
more generally, to show the significance of international sources of social
power in the functioning of modern states.

Historical sociology and the collapse of the USSR

This book is an effort to apply historical sociological insights in an
examination of the relationship between the end of the Cold War and
the Soviet collapse. While this perspective is unusual, it is not unique.
One of the more prescient studies on the Soviet collapse, which has been
almost totally neglected in IR and political science studies, is a historical
sociological prediction and then explanation of the Soviet collapse. Due
to this theoretical and empirical overlap, it is useful to consider it in
some detail here, for it can help to introduce some of the themes of the
book. In an essay originally written in 1980, and then published in
1986, American sociologist Randall Collins argued that the Soviet state
had passed the peak of its geopolitical powers and that as a consequence
of this development the Soviet Union would decline and fall in the
twenty-first century.19 His prediction was based on a geopolitical theory
of state power which argues that the rise and decline of state power
derives from the cumulative interaction of a set of five causal
processes.20 For Collins the most important aspect in any evaluation
of state power is the state’s ability to project itself militarily into the
international arena; all other politics are secondary to this function.

Collins’s five geopolitical determinants of state power are as follows.
The first states that the size and quality of land of a larger state will mean
that it is more able to defeat smaller and less well-endowed states. The
second principle notes that some states have the advantage of knowing
that attack will not come from certain quarters as these have natural
defences such as deserts, tundra, and wide oceans and can thus focus
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military resources in fewer places. Related to this, Collins also points out
that states whose contiguous neighbours are militarily less well-
endowed also have a distinct advantage.21 The third principle holds that
interior states tend to be at a geopolitical disadvantage and have a ten-
dency to fragment. The fourth states that eventually a ‘showdown’ war
between successful marchland states will result. These conflicts tend to
produce one of two outcomes; either the victory of one over the others
or a stalemate, in which one or more decline and disintegrate due to the
continuing costs of the conflict. The final principle insists that if a state
is over-extended it will disintegrate.

When applied to the Russian case, Collins notes that Russia’s
marchland advantage gave it a geopolitical empire which in time
became a liability. After consolidating its Eastern European ‘empire’,
Russia found itself with a 58 000 km border and had thus transformed
itself into an interior state. The turning point in this 300 year transfor-
mation was the ‘showdown war’ of the Cold War. Also, he argues that
Russia had over-extended itself in both ethnic and economic terms. In
institutional terms, the ‘autonomous states’ of the USSR provided an
organisational political infrastructure as well as a focal framework for
nationalism which would aid fragmentation, and would exacerbate the
tensions of over-extension. Ultimately, his argument can be summed up
in his own words: ‘All major geopolitical processes appear to be working
against the continuation of Soviet world power. Cumulative disadvan-
tage should be expected to reach major proportions in the next century,
and the coincidence of crises on several fronts simultaneously could
occur at any time.’22 In his post facto evaluation, Collins claims that ‘the
pattern, as predicted, was a coincidence of crises on multiple fronts,
interacting and accelerating past a tipping point into a generalised
breakdown of territorial authority’.23

Collins claims predictive success,24 and at first glance, he seems to have
been right – Soviet power did decline, crises in Eastern Europe under-
mined Soviet control of the USSR and, ultimately, the Soviet state did
breakdown. Reading his work more than ten years after the Soviet Union
collapsed, he must be given credit for being among the few who contem-
plated the unravelling of Soviet power. Indeed, some of his conclusions
were remarkably accurate; the Soviet state broke up along the ethnic
organisational lines associated with territorial power and the communist
party was a locus of change. But did the Soviet Union break down as a
consequence of the geopolitical developments that he cited? Not at all.

There are a number of reasons why Collins’s explanation is ultimately
unsatisfactory. First, his analysis reproduces one of the continuing
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myths of geopolitics – the timelessness of geopolitical logic and impera-
tive. It is simply not reasonable to talk of a Russia that is coherent as a
centre of political power over 500 years when one is trying to explain a
specifically Soviet collapse. The key reasons for the collapse of the USSR
were very much of Soviet making – a weak economic system, an ideology
no one supported and a feebleness due to international conflict that
derived from the political commitments of Soviet communism. Equally,
there is more to the modern state than territorial control. State power is
not simply geopolitically determined, it is the product of social, economic
and political forces which must be considered and which Collins ignores.
The geopolitical crises which Collins feels vindicates his argument were,
in fact, political not geopolitical. In Collins’s world, there is no scope for
agency, contingency and chance; individuals are not able to shape their
environment but can merely cope with what history places in front of
them. Moreover, his argument is deeply deterministic; his reliance on
transhistorical geopolitical endowments gives a false sense of shape to
history and to state power that is not warranted and which abstracts the
historical realm from its capricious home. Collins’s ahistoricism, the one-
dimensional nature of his theory of state power, the absence of historical
contingency, and his inaccurate reading of the events of the 1980s all
combine to make his explanatory framework very weak. While he is right
to talk of the interlinked nature of the unravelling of the empire and of
the origins of change coming from within the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union (CPSU), his overall reasoning for predicting and later
justifying the end of Soviet power are fundamentally flawed.

International confrontation and Soviet state power

As this book is arguing against both the analytic limitations of existing
studies of the end of the Cold War and the Soviet collapse, as well as the
theoretical limitations of Collins’s historical sociology, it is necessary,
firstly, to clarify the conceptual foundations of the argument. The two
central ideas of this study – the notion of state vulnerability and Soviet
international confrontation – are by no means self-evident. As such, the
following section will examine these two concepts and establish how
they will be used in the remainder of the book.

International confrontation and the Cold War

From the outset, the Soviet Union existed in a state of international
acrimony. The ideas and actions of the revolutionary state, and the
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hostility of western powers towards these, produced a clear condition of
confrontation and antagonism between the Soviet Union and the West.
The argument here is premised on the idea that the confrontation refers to
a conflict between two mutually antagonistic socio-economic systems –
capitalism and Soviet communism – that was, ultimately, about which
system could provide the better way of life, about which system could
make the world in its own image. The confrontation between the Soviet
Union and the capitalist powers varied in intensity and location, and
lasted for the duration of the Soviet Union’s existence. The conflict was a
product of the internal characteristics of the Soviet state and the challenge
that the revolutionary power presented to the capitalist system.
Specifically, the confrontation was provoked by the Soviet attempt to
create a new form of socio-economic life based on a radically different
system of property ownership, production and distribution mechanisms; a
system which overtly sought to replace capitalism. It was a clear threat not
only to the national interests of other states, narrowly defined, but also to
the larger interests of the capitalist international system. Such a challenge
unsurprisingly provoked reaction which aimed to remove the threat of
Soviet communism – both direct and indirect – to the world at large.
The counter-revolutionary impulse of 1918–21, the fascist challenge of the
30s and 40s in Italy, Spain and Germany, as well as the hostility of the
Cold War were examples of these counter-revolutionary tendencies.
Importantly, the confrontation consisted of a long-term underlying socio-
economic, ideological and geopolitical hostility between the leading
protagonists, before and after the Second World War.

The confrontation can be divided into two clear periods: the first,
1917–1941; and the second, 1945–1988. The period between 1941 and
1945 was marked by a state of warfare between one of the confronting
powers, fascist Germany and the Soviet Union, as well as a temporary
and uneasy alliance between the USSR and the other capitalist powers.
The first period consisted of less overt hostility, but nonetheless
involved clear competition between the capitalist powers and the USSR.
The second period was the Cold War. This second phase of confronta-
tion arose for similar reasons as the first phase – the socio-economic,
geopolitical and ideological challenge presented by the Soviet Union
and the hostility that this engendered in the West. Importantly, the
Cold War phase accentuated the competition due to two important
developments: nuclear weapons and the spread of Soviet revolutionary
models around the world, particularly in the decolonising states of the
former European empires.

To summarise, the East–West conflict that shaped the Soviet state
pre-dated the Cold War. The Cold War itself was the second phase of the
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longer run international confrontation which derived from the Soviet
domestic socio-political order. The conflict was propelled by Soviet
domestic commitments, and international actions, as well as the
counter-revolutionary tendencies of the capitalist states. The interna-
tional confrontation consisted of socio-economic, ideological and
geopolitical competition in a longer run conflict over which system
could provide the better form of social life.

International confrontation: 1917–1941

The first phase of international confrontation was marked by the hostility
between the capitalist powers and the Soviet Union. On the one hand,
the United States was clearly the pre-eminent power, but was somewhat
detached in terms of its international commitments. On the other hand,
fascist Germany threatened the Soviet state in geopolitical terms. The
interventions in the Civil War of 1918–1921, and the later German inva-
sion were two violent book ends of a period in which the foundations of
the Soviet state were built. During this time the confrontation was most
evident in Soviet domestic action, that is the effort to build an economic
system which would not only outperform the capitalist system, but
which could provide the wherewithal to fight off what was rightly seen
to be an inevitable war with a militarised capitalist Germany emerging
in the 1930s.

While the confrontation – socio-economic, geopolitical and ideologi-
cal conflict – of this time was pre-eminently visible in domestic terms, it
also had clear international aspects. The confrontation during this
period was pre-dominantly between the USSR and the European powers,
particularly Britain in the 1920s and Germany in the 1930s. That said,
Soviet–American relations are illustrative of the underlying acrimony
and ideological competition which in time underpinned the Cold War.
For example, the reason why the United States did not recognise the
Soviet government until 1933 was due, not only to the Soviet repudia-
tion of debt and confiscation of property, but also due to the Soviet
government’s failure to adhere to the norms of the international system,
particularly the non-interference norm, and most specifically its
overt revolutionary aims and practices.25 The language of US State
Department officials prior to the recognition was clear: ‘the fundamen-
tal obstacle in the way of the establishment with Russia of the relations
usual between nations in diplomatic intercourse is the world revolu-
tionary aims and practices of the rulers of that country’.26

William C. Bullitt, the US ambassador to Moscow, writing to the
Secretary of State in July 1935 makes clear the sense of international
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confrontation: ‘it is my conviction that there has been no decrease in
the determination of the Soviet government to produce world revolu-
tion’.27 For Bullitt the peaceful international political posture of the
1930s was merely a tactical respite, as he puts it ‘reculer pour mieux
sauter’.28 The following year, he wrote to the Secretary of State regarding
the broad direction of US policy towards the Soviet Union. Bullitt rein-
forced the sense that an ideological mistrust was the underlying charac-
ter of the relations between the two powers: ‘We should not cherish for
a moment the illusion that it is possible to establish really friendly
relations with the Soviet government or with any communist party or
communist individual.’29 It was a mistrust that emanated not from a
concern about geopolitical power, but from a concern about ideology
and the revolutionary challenge that the Soviets represented.

The first period of confrontation, as defined above, ended with
Operation Barbarossa. But, as events in the postwar world made clear,
the confrontation between the Soviets and the capitalist world had not
been ended by a brief alliance to fight a mutual enemy. Rather, the
systemic competition which had been patched over by wartime friend-
ship returned with fresh vigour, re-energised by key changes which
produced the second phase of international competition – the Cold War.

International competition: the Cold War

The second phase was marked by geopolitical and socio-economic
conflict between an American-led West and a Soviet-led East. Three cen-
tral developments transformed the simmering international confronta-
tion into an acute geopolitical and ideological conflict with global
implications. First, the Soviet Union had developed economically to
become a power of genuine international standing and magnitude. The
success of Stalinist industrialisation meant that the Soviet Union could
project itself internationally in socio-systemic as well as in military
terms.30 Under this radically different socio-economic regime, the
Soviets could produce tanks and missiles as well as teachers and engi-
neers. Second, the major powers, notably Germany, France, Britain and
Japan had been destroyed by the ravages of the world war. Also, fascism,
the other major contestatory ideology of the twentieth century, had
been crushed by the Second World War. Third, the USA shifted from
being a state uncomfortable with its global power to one which was will-
ing to lead the world in postwar reconstruction and redevelopment.31

Prior to the Second World War, the USSR had been unable to project
itself, militarily and socio-economically, and the United States had been
unwilling to do so. After 1945, all that changed.

12 End of the Cold War and Causes of Soviet Collapse
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The idea of the Cold War as the second phase of a longer run interna-
tional confrontation is not a common position to take.32 As Alexei
Filitov rightly notes, ‘no commonly accepted definition of what the
Cold War was exists’.33 The basic question of what the Cold War was
drives disagreement among scholars and analysts; there are conflicting
arguments regarding why the Cold War happened, what it was over,
why détente occurred, and why it ended. Despite the proliferation of
views, one of several possible taxonomies sees a realist, a liberal and a
radical understanding of the Cold War. Each of these broad categories
differs in terms of emphasis on the causes, the weighing of various facts,
level of analysis and the understanding of the underlying dynamic of
conflict.

The realist interpretation views the Cold War as a great power conflict
between the two geopolitically dominant powers which emerged from
the Second World War.34 Wolhforth’s echo of Thucydides captures this
approach: ‘the Cold War was caused by the rise of Soviet power and the
fear this caused in the West’.35 Similarly, the liberal interpretation sees
the Cold War as a military conflict, which, rather than being the result
of power vacuums, was the product of poor policy decisions, mispercep-
tions and missed opportunities; given this, many argue, the Cold War
could have been avoided.36 For radicals, the Cold War was not really a
conflict of values, ideas or interests, but a military conflict coloured with
the patina of ideological rhetoric that was used by both sides to establish
and further the domination of their own spheres of influence.37

The liberal, realist and radical approaches are not satisfactory, due,
respectively, to their understanding of the historical record, their
theoretical overdeterminism, and their explanatory weakness in the
light of the end of hostilities. By locating the Cold War as the second
half of a larger socio-economic and ideological confrontation, we avoid
the overdeterminism of the internalists who clearly overstate the extent
to which leaderships on both sides understood the conflict and how it
benefited them, and the historical limitations of the realists. Internalists
fail to recognise the compromised nature of decision-making on
both sides, preferring a neat instrumentalism to the chaotic reality of
politics. On the other hand, the realists and liberals are simply histori-
cally inaccurate. The absence of ideological and normative dimensions
in their approaches is a manifest failing given the strategically irrational
actions of both sides. In short, seeing the Cold War as an acute phase of
the conflict between capitalism and Soviet communism eschews the
determinism of the radicals and the simplification of the realists and
liberals.38
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The Cold War was therefore not simply a ‘clash of ideas’, but ideolog-
ical antagonism did underpin much of the fear and loathing. The inter-
national confrontation, which manifested itself after 1945 as the Cold
War, was produced by five determinants: (1) the universalistic and
evangelical imperatives of the ideals of the Russian revolution and their
rejection by Western capitalist states; (2) the ability of the Soviets
and American-led West to be able to make good these ideals; (3) the will-
ingness of both sides to engage the other in competition, in both
social–sytemic and military–strategic terms; (4) the absence of any
greater force in ideological, military or economic terms to prevent it;
and, finally; (5) a logic of competition which ensured that specific
actions and reciprocal reactions became both causes and effects of the
confrontation. Each of these played a role in inducing the Cold War and
perpetuating the conflict.

The view of the Cold War as the second half of a larger conflict implies
that the only way in which the Cold War was going to end was for
one side to renounce that which it was fighting over, that is, its socio-
economic system. While the fluctuation in the level of hostility during
the Cold War was produced by changing levels of intensity of the five
dynamics, the demise of the Cold War was the product of a shift not
simply in these dynamics, but in the underlying goals of the struggle; a
shift away from international confrontation between socio-economic
systems.

Between 1917 and 1988–1990 a condition of international confronta-
tion existed between the USSR and Western capitalism. In the first phase
the competition was more evident in ideological and socio-systemic
terms. In the second phase, once the old order had been pushed aside –
a process beginning with the Depression in the West and industrialisa-
tion in the East and ending with the Potsdam conference – political will,
material capability and fear produced the Cold War. From around 1947
until 1988–1990 the Cold War persisted, it was characterised by socio-
economic and geostrategic rivalry between the two blocs, and was
driven by the international and domestic commitments of the USSR and
the American-led West.

One episode of the early 1980s serves to illustrate some key aspects of
the international confrontation. At a meeting between Gromyko and
Reagan on 28 September 1984, Reagan claimed that Soviet policy had
always been designed to promote world revolution. He went on to say
that the United States viewed the USSR as a revolutionary power, an
expansionist state, and that while they did not wish to change
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the Soviet social system, they were willing to recognise and respect their
status as a superpower.39 Gromyko responded by saying:

Certainly we take the view that the capitalist order will be replaced by
the socialist order, we believe this in the way people believe the sun
will rise tomorrow morning – but this process will occur quite natu-
rally, as a result of historical development. We do not believe in polit-
ical or military intimidation, and nobody should accuse us of trying
to change America’s social structure by force, nor that of any other
country. We have no such plans and never have had.40

Although this exchange should be seen in the context of three years of
Reagan’s anti-Soviet rhetoric, the nature of relations between the two
and their larger view of their place in the world is well demonstrated in
this dialogue. The exchange evokes the various layers of meaning that
Cold War had – the ideas, the fear, the clash of systems, the dogmatic
rhetoric, and the importance of military and strategic concerns in
reinforcing ideological commitments.

In sum, the international confrontation was a product of the Soviet
desire to mould the world in its own image, the capitalist states’ resist-
ance to this, and their own desire to shape the world in a capitalist fash-
ion. If one sees the origins of the Cold War as lying in the ideas of 1917
and not just in the balance of power in 1947, then the conflict cannot
be understood as just a military struggle, nor as an economic one, but
instead be seen as a socio-economic battle for hearts and minds which
involved a massive military commitment. The Cold War ended when
the Soviets, under instigation from the reformist leadership, rejected the
ideas, institutions and practices of the Russian revolution and its
Stalinist successor and instead attempted unsuccessfully to build within
the USSR a society based on the values of liberal capitalism.

It is important to stress that the Cold War was more than simply the
sum of Soviet–American relations. The confrontation between social
systems established itself as a structuring element of international
politics. The conflict established the framework of antagonistic relations
and, more broadly, it constructed the parameters for international
relations in the postwar period. This structure of international relations
had a logic – a self-reinforcing dynamic – which shaped the interlocking
alliances, as well as conflicts across the world. Underpinning the system
was a developing global capitalism against which the Soviets and their
allies were fighting to create a different way of organising social life.
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The Cold War system provided both a moral and strategic context for
political action. This meant that the Cold War permeated regional and
local conflicts, and often gave them an international character which
belied their actual underlying causes, giving them further impetus
which warped their original aims and made resolution more complex.
While the Cold War shaped the political dynamics of post-colonial
movements and other struggles, these struggles and conflicts were not
proxy wars in the sense that they were wars fought on behalf of the Cold
War protagonists. They had the character of Cold War stamped on them,
but the struggles were local in substance, with Cold War rhetoric,
armaments and aid fuelling the fight. While the conflict shaped inter-
national politics, and placed all political actors and movements within
a clear context that was heavily influential, the Cold War was not the
sole determinant of world politics. The bipolar characterisation can be
somewhat misleading. The world was not neatly cleft in two; rather,
there were two blocs involved in a large scale sustained conflict.

State power and vulnerability

IR has long been challenged, in conceptual terms, by the state. This
book addresses this challenge by using a historical sociological concep-
tion of state power to analyse the Soviet collapse. There are several
reasons for using such a historical sociological approach. It allows us to
conceive of the international and domestic spheres not as distinct and
separate but as two parts of a broader social whole. This facilitates a
more judicious and effective use of both international and domestic
sources of state power and weakness in the analysis of world politics.
Furthermore, it forces us to focus on the historical development of spe-
cific phenomena, and facilitates socially and historically grounded
substantive research of international life.

The book does not apply a pre-existing historical sociological approach
to the question. Rather, it develops, in Chapter 2, a theory of the state
which is distinct both from IR notions of the state and institutional
sociological theories. The purpose of this is to explore the way in
which the Soviet Union was made vulnerable by the transformation of
its international posture, to the various forces which broke the state
apart.

The concern for the moment is with the particular phenomenon of
state vulnerability. In mainstream IR, vulnerability generally refers to the
susceptibility of a state to a military threat posed by another state or group
of states. The two most notable works in the field which consider this,
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Kennedy and Kupchan’s, analyse military vulnerability, specifically that
of empires, in a long-term historical perspective.41 Unsurprisingly, this
view is not of much concern to us. In having such a realist notion of
power and weakness, they are concerned simply with the geostrategic
dimensions of great power failure, in itself a not unreasonable project.
However, the aim of this work is to think about great power vulnerability
in functional and institutional terms. That is, its focus is the weakness
which derives from the way in which great powers operate, for it is in the
practical aspects of statehood as an institutionalised form of rule that the
seemingly anomalous concept of great power weakness seems less
counter-intuitive.

The idea of the state used here will be discussed in depth in Chapter 2,
but it is necessary to point out that it uses a distinct institutional-
functional theory which is predicated on the assumption that states, like
all social institutions, are contingent phenomena whose production is
specific to its context and whose reproduction requires the perpetuation
of particular socio-political processes. This derives from the larger view,
articulated by Barrington Moore, that in social science it is not change
which requires explanation, but continuity. What Moore calls the
‘assumption of inertia’ causes investigation to overlook some of the
most crucial processes which ensure the perpetuation of specific values,
systems and structures of rule.42 The processual theory of state power –
one which takes the process of reproduction as its first concern – used in
this book recognises the importance of the process of reproduction to
the perpetuation of states and their functional institutions. In this sense,
states are to be thought of as complex institutions of social power, and
constantly changing.43 More directly, such a processual-functional view
provides the foundations for an examination of how the processes of
reproduction are disrupted.

States, understood as social institutions, are constantly produced and
reproduced by social processes, but this reproduction is never guaran-
teed.44 States are powerful social institutions. The combination of phys-
ical might and what are thought to be legitimate principles of rule have
ensured that, in modern times, states have tended to be strong and able
to survive weakening such as that caused by financial crisis, social
upheaval or external threat. However, a state’s continued survival is
never certain and in some circumstances the state can be weakened,
become vulnerable and possibly collapse or be overthrown by revolu-
tion. Vulnerability is inherently a relative concept; that is, something is
always vulnerable to something or someone. In IR a state is only really
thought to be vulnerable to military threat or perceived threat. But here,
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the emphasis is on the extent to which states are susceptible to chal-
lenges not only from outside or inside, but to breakdown in their repro-
ductive processes. Vulnerability is, therefore, conceived of as an aspect
of a larger process of political change. In this study, the notion of state
vulnerability is used to describe a quite specific form of this susceptibil-
ity. That is, it indicates a situation in which the fundamental nature of
state power has changed so that the state is unable to reproduce itself as
the locus of authority and power over the society and territory it rules in
the way that it has in the past, but it has yet to find a new way of doing
so and thus faces challenges to its rule.

The process by which state power is reproduced can be thought of as
following two ‘tracks’, a stability track and an instability track. The
image of two tracks represents the paths along which states travel in
history. Given certain developments, such as famine, economic failure
or invasion, a state may no longer be able to reproduce its power, and is
pushed onto the continuum of instability. This second track is consti-
tuted by five stages of state instability. While this track represents the
downward steps of state control, it is not deterministic and states may,
through dint of luck, leadership or circumstances, recover their previous
grip on society and return, albeit chastened, to the stability track. The
five stages follow this general pattern. The first is a profound crisis, the
second is vulnerability, the third is breakdown, the fourth is conflict
between factions and the fifth is reconstitution. This progression illus-
trates the stages of state change in weakened circumstances and high-
lights the cumulative nature of such change. Obviously, states which
undergo crisis or vulnerability can head off this challenge and not
progress on to breakdown and collapse. The purpose of this is to show
that, when states are faced with trying circumstances, they may no
longer be able to deal with the longer term conditions with which they
had previously been able to cope. The fragmentation of Yugoslavia in
the early 1990s is an example of how a state had, in the past, been able
to deal with ethnic tension, but was not able to do so in changed
circumstances.

The first stage of the process is state crisis, and refers to the develop-
ments which jolt the state off the stability track. State crisis entails
serious problems undermining the ability of the state to go on repro-
ducing itself as it had in the past. These problems can range from
demographic changes to fiscal crisis, from famine to a change in elite
attitudes to the state, or from war to a change in popular attitudes to the
state. The problems may be singular or multiple, domestic or interna-
tional. However, the historical evidence indicates that the sort of crises
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likely to destabilise state power are usually multiple, such as bankruptcy
combined with popular resentment. The second stage is state vulnera-
bility in which the anchors securing the state’s successful reproduction
are loose, its condition is weakened and it has not yet found secure
ground on which to re-anchor itself. In this situation, the state not only
finds itself weakened but also finds it very difficult to deal with other
matters besides the immediate crises. The term vulnerability describes a
situation in which three clear developments have occurred or are in the
process of occurring. First, the old mechanisms for rule are no longer
effective. Second, new mechanisms for rule have yet to be found, and
third, there exist clear challenges to the state which have the potential
to destroy it. If the first two developments have occurred, but there is no
clear challenge or set of challenges, then it is unreasonable to talk of a
vulnerable state.

If the state is made vulnerable and it is not able to rectify the situation
then it begins to enter the third stage, state breakdown. Alternatively, if
it has dealt with the crisis and has found a new way of going on, then
the following stage is state consolidation. At the point of state break-
down the state may fragment and disappear in a manner akin to Iran in
1978–1979. It may cling to the trappings of power even while those
trappings have less and less meaning, as the Kerensky government did
in Russia in 1917. State breakdown is a brief stage and is the prelude to
the fourth stage which is the battle for the new state. This battle may
involve revolution, coup, rebellion or further fragmentation. The hall-
mark of this fourth stage is the struggle between various groups for con-
trol of state power. Once state power has been claimed and the fight has
petered out, then the fifth stage is entered. This final point is the recon-
stitution and consolidation of the state with a new form of rule. This
may involve new or old members of the elite, but it is signified by
restructured state institutions, by clear state efforts to buttress its new
institutions and principles of rule, and the successful formulation of
new and effective processes which reproduce state power.

The implications of ‘vulnerability’ are clear. Upon entering this stage
the state is under pressure to rectify and reconstitute the mechanisms
with which it rules and with which it relates to society at the domestic
level, and with other actors at the international level above. If it fails
to do so in an effective manner, then the challenges which are present
will most likely overwhelm it and force revolutionary change. In this
case, revolutionary refers to change which involves a radical shift in the
nature of the economic and political structures of the state and society. By
rights, great powers ought to be less prone to the stage of vulnerability, or
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at the least, if they enter it, should be better placed to cope with it.
However, the converse may be closer to the truth because the size and
complexity of great powers means that their structures of rule tend to
brittleness or rigidity when weakened.45

The Soviet state underwent all five stages to emerge, in 1992, a loose-
knit organisation of newly sovereign states, roughly based on liberal-
capitalist systems of rule. Due to the complexity of the matter and the
constraints of space, this study focuses on the second stage of this
continuum, that is the vulnerability of the Soviet state and the way in
which the end of the Cold War meant that the Soviet Union could no
longer rule as it had in the past.

A short overview

The book will be set out in five further chapters. Chapter 2 develops the
historical sociological theory of the state which is used to structure the
analysis. The approach builds on, but substantively diverges from
Michael Mann’s theory of state power. Chapter 3 uses this theory to
deduce the nature of the Soviet state and to evaluate the role that inter-
national confrontation played in the development and structures of
Soviet power. Here the focus is on three particular aspects of the state:
the ideological elements of state power, the state’s economic functions
and its political institutions. Chapter 3 also places the international
confrontation alongside the range of determinants of the structure of
the Soviet state, such as democratic centralism and the aspirations of
Soviet socialism, to evaluate its impact on state structures.

In Chapter 4 the book then turns its attention to the end of the Cold
War and examines the domestic and international sources of change. It
shows that the cessation of this conflict of systems and states, and the
end of this structure of international politics, was a product of impor-
tant movements made within the two central states: the most signifi-
cant of these was the reluctant rejection of the legacy of the Russian
Revolution undertaken by the Soviet leadership. Using this information,
in Chapter 5, the study considers the way in which the change in inter-
national posture undertaken by Gorbachev and his elites undermined
elements of Soviet power, with a particular emphasis on immediate chal-
lenges, ideology and material-organisational structures. The evaluation
focuses on the way in which the lack of an international posture of both
ideological and material strategic hostility fostered social forces which
undermined the Soviet state’s hold on power. The final chapter sets out
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the book’s conclusions and reflects on the broader theoretical and
empirical consequences of the study.

Ultimately, the book concludes that the Soviet foreign policy shifts
that led to the end of the Cold War were a significant contributory
factors which made the Soviet state vulnerable to the three fatal blows –
elite fragmentation, economic crisis and nationalism – which caused the
final collapse. This book shows that the Soviet Union’s international
confrontation with the West was an essential part of the architecture of
the Soviet state and one which had helped make the state’s claim to rule
a more robust and effective socio-political mechanism.
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