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Ending the Cold War

In hundreds of years from now, when people have forgotten the
names of the countries their ancestors came from, they will still
remember the name of Lenin.

in ‘Three Songs about Lenin’1

We want peaceful competition between different social systems to
develop unimpeded, to encourage mutually advantageous co-operation
rather than confrontation and an arms race. We want people of every
country to enjoy prosperity welfare and happiness. The road to this
lies through proceeding to a nuclear-free, non-violent world. We have
embarked on this road, and call on other countries and nations to fol-
low suit.

Mikhail Gorbachev2

The end of the Cold War

The Cold War was the second and more acute phase of the Soviet con-
frontation with the capitalist West. It was a product of the revolutionary
commitments and practices of the Soviet state, and was brought to an
end by the removal of these from the heart of the regime. It was the
journey from revolutionary internationalist power to an accommodat-
ing liberal-socialism (to which the West was receptive3), which, together
with a resurgence of global capitalism, dropped the curtain on the inter-
national confrontation and caused such trauma in the Soviet Union.

There is a tendency in much of the literature on the end of the Cold
War to focus on the improvements in Soviet–American relations, and
remain preoccupied with nuclear arms agreements, as if the Cold War
had been but a geostrategic game resolved by a series of arms negotia-
tion talks in the late 1980s.4 These were, of course, important to the
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change in world politics, but they were not the only elements of signif-
icance. As noted in Chapter 1, the Cold War was the product of the
crucial developments which had transformed the ideological confronta-
tion into its acute postwar phase: (1) the ideas of the Russian revolution
and their rejection by an evangelical Western capitalism; (2) the ability
of both blocs to act on their ideals; (3) the political willingness of both
sides to engage in conflict; (4) the lack of any greater force, either
materially or ideologically, to prevent or limit conflict and (5) a logic
of competition compelling reactions. The cessation of the Cold War
conflict derived from fundamental changes in these formative
conditions.

The end of the Cold War was clearly more than an easing of USSR–US
relations. Soviet novoie myshlenie, new thinking, in foreign policy had a
sweep that encompassed all of its foreign relations – from relations with
the socialist countries, to normalisation with China, South East Asia
and the Middle East. The end of the Cold War was about nothing less
than the retreat of a revolutionary set of ideas and practices which had
been challenging world politics, and hence it should be seen in this
wider context.

In more direct terms, the Cold War was ended by the Soviet Union’s
movement away from its ideologically charged international posture,
and the acceptance of this by the US-led alliance of liberal-capitalist
states. It was a development which took a number of years and was not
clearly mapped or planned by either side. The process of ending the con-
flict was gradual, but its velocity should not be underestimated. Between
1980 and 1983, prospects of ending the Cold War were virtually nil.
Ronald Reagan had been elected on a hawkish foreign policy platform
and, initially, had been surrounded by deeply anti-Soviet advisors.5 In
May 1982, NSC advisor Warren Clark first articulated what became
known as the Reagan doctrine, saying that the United States ‘must be
prepared to respond vigorously to opportunities as they arise and to cre-
ate opportunities where none existed before’ so as to advance US inter-
ests and values worldwide.6 These ideas led to vigorous efforts to
‘rollback’ what were seen to be Soviet successes, thought to derive from
the duplicitousness of détente, in Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Nicaragua,
Angola, El Salvador and Guatemala. The rhetorical low-point was
reached in March 1983 when Reagan denounced the Soviets for sacrific-
ing morality to the cause of the revolution:

I think the refusal of many influential people to accept this elemen-
tary fact of Soviet doctrine illustrates an historical reluctance to see
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totalitarian powers for what they are. We saw this phenomenon in
the 1930s; we see it too often today … Let us pray for the salvation of
all those who live in the totalitarian darkness … the focus of evil in
the modern world. … I urge you [anti-nuclear campaigners] to beware
the temptation … to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive
impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant mis-
understanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle
between right and wrong, good and evil.7

Reagan refused to meet with any Soviet officials until late in 1984.8 Yet,
by 1988, when asked in Moscow if he still thought of the Soviet Union
as an evil empire he replied that he had been ‘talking about another
time, another era’.9 This rhapsodic moment was made possible by two
important shifts: the decision by Gorbachev and his reformist elite, to
normalise the Soviet Union; and the slow and reluctant acceptance of
this by the United States and the less reluctant acceptance by its Western
partners.

The purpose of this chapter is to trace the ending of this conflict so
that we can determine how these changes helped to undermine Soviet
state power. The first section will examine the development and moti-
vation of Soviet new thinking and the second will explore the sources of
Soviet reform. The third will consider the important and yet essentially
reactive role played by the United States and will conclude with a brief
consideration of the importance of placing the end of the Cold War in a
longer term historical context.

The end of the Soviet international confrontation involved three
developments: the formation of a new set of ideas upon which Soviet
international relations were to be founded;10 a translation of these ideas
into concrete action, that is, a willingness to act upon these new
ideological principles and an American acceptance of this new state of
affairs, which was then reflected in a new alignment of American
capabilities. The more dramatic changes were undertaken and led by the
Soviets. While the generally positive American and Western response
was important, the West’s role was essentially reactive to Soviet devel-
opments and did not propel or induce these epochal transformations.

New thinking and Soviet foreign policy

The most profound change in the conditions of Cold War was the devel-
opment of a radically different Soviet view of the USSR’s place in the
world and the way in which it conducted its relations with other states
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and people. This view had its origins in the broader effort to reform the
Soviet economy and society. As Gorbachev said, new political thinking
in foreign policy and perestroika were ‘two sides of the same coin’.11 But
the development of these ideas should be considered in two contexts:
first, the international context of successful global capitalism and the
pressure of a US-led Western alliance; and second, the domestic context
of reform and restructuring which required constant radicalisation and
resulted in increasing social and political instability. The ideas of how
the Soviet Union should position itself were clearly influenced by these
two conditions. In this context, one can see three clear phases of Soviet
foreign policy thinking and action which derived from the idea of nor-
malising Soviet ideology and the USSR more generally. The first phase of
‘demilitarisation’ dates from mid-1985 until late 1987. The second, ‘lib-
eral normalisation’, dates from mid-1987 to mid-1989, and the final
phase, ‘reactive improvisation’, dates from late 1989 to the end of
1991.12 Soviet new thinking between 1985 and 1991 was ultimately
characterised by the slow rejection of ‘two competing systems’ view of
the world and the acceptance of the norms and values of international
liberalism. This was matched by a reluctant rejection of the ideas of the
Russian revolution, which had provided the ideological justification and
political blueprint for Soviet rule and its place and role in the world. It is
instructive to separate, for analytic purposes, the development of ideas
and intentions of change from their practical application into specific
policies and action, thus we deal first, with the rise of new thinking and
then with its application to foreign policy.

Demilitarisation: 1985–1987

The twenty-seventh Party Congress, held between 25 February and
6 March 1986, is commonly noted as the first enunciation of a new
Soviet position. However, incipient signs of new thinking in Soviet for-
eign policy were evident somewhat earlier. The initial glimmer appeared
in an interview published in Pravda on 7 April 1985 in which Gorbachev
spoke of the need for an improvement in US–Soviet relations and
announced a moratorium on the deployment of intermediate range
weapons and on nuclear weapons testing.13 In the Central Committee
plenum held on 23 April of that year a more detailed discussion on
domestic reform and the need for an improved international posture
was held.14 Gorbachev’s appointment of Shevardnadze as foreign minis-
ter and then the articulation of a possible new strategic doctrine of ‘rea-
sonable sufficiency’ in Paris in October 1985 further indicated that

Ending the Cold War 77

0DM Q 7D E 3 ? IA NC 1I ? L ? NC 1 M M IA :IPD N 1I M BL P 6 D 5D DN ? LI9 MN
3=IIE 1 NL CNN , =IIE NL LI MN I D= INND BC ? N D NDI .?I 42-

1L N ? ALI INND BC I   , ,

1
I

QL
DB

CN
BL

P
6

D
5D

DN
?

/
LDB

CN
M

L
M

LP
?



something resembling a new pattern was beginning to emerge. The
symbolic high-point of this early period was the public face presented to
the world of arms negotiations made by Gorbachev at the Geneva
summit.15 This was followed by a speech, provided by Gorbachev and
the Politburo, read on Soviet television on 15 January 1986. The speech
proposed that the United States and USSR remove all intermediate range
nuclear weapons from Europe and that nuclear weapons should be elim-
inated worldwide by the year 2000. It also announced an extension of
the Soviet nuclear testing moratorium.16 While it is clear now that ideas
were bubbling to the surface – ideas that were already changing Soviet
actions – there was still no coherent articulation of Soviet relations with
the rest of the world.

The twenty-seventh Party Congress ended this wait. In his five-hour
political report to the Congress, Gorbachev made plain that a qualita-
tively new phase of Soviet foreign policy was about to be embarked
upon. While the early language of the report was reliant on familiar
CPSU clichés, Gorbachev went on to outline the new basis for the Soviet
Union’s foreign relations which was to characterise this period: the
desire to end the military dimension of the international confrontation.
This, he said, was derived from the growing belief in the interdepend-
ence of the world in an age of nuclear weapons and the desire to free the
Soviet economy and foreign policy from the heavy burden of the arms
race and militarised systemic conflict. In his words:

The clash and struggle of the opposite approaches to the perspectives
of world development have become especially complex in nature.
Now that the world has huge nuclear stockpiles and the only thing
experts argue about is how many times or dozens of times humanity
can be destroyed, it is high time to begin an effective withdrawal
from the brink of war, from the equilibrium of fear, to normal,
civilised forms of relations between the states of the two systems.17

At first glance, this was not too dissimilar from some of Khrushchev’s
claims. However, the genuine novelty of this position could be seen in
the major thrust of the Soviet concern: that ‘the prevailing dialectics of
present day development consists in a combination of competition and
confrontation between the two systems and in a growing tendency
towards interdependence of the countries of the world’.18 The emphasis
was on the demilitarisation of the US–Soviet relationship and the pur-
suit of a process of normalisation with the rest of the world. During the
1985–1990 period, the reform process was characterised by the efforts
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for normalisation – the desire to make the Soviet Union and its relations
with the world ‘normal’.19 The norm, which was to replace the revolu-
tionary posture, was a form of liberalism. Central to this first phase of
reform was the idea of liberal interdependence, the view that states are
irrevocably linked by common bonds, common problems and mutual
vulnerability. The two phenomena, which were perceived to be induc-
ing them, were environmental degradation and nuclear weapons.
Despite the commitment to a view of the world as highly interdepend-
ent, there was still a recognition of the different systems and values of
the two blocs. As Gorbachev said, ‘the objective … conditions have
taken shape in which confrontation between capitalism and socialism
can proceed only and exclusively in forms of peaceful competition’.20

In this first phase of new thinking, Gorbachev did not totally remove
Marxist–Leninist ideology, nor the idea of a contest between Soviet com-
munism and the capitalist West from the USSR. However, he did move
beyond the stagnant dogmatism of the preceding 20 years, and he called
into question the traditional Soviet view of the conflict between two
social systems which had gone under the guise of ‘peaceful coexistence’.21

The aim was to make genuine this otherwise hollow rhetorical claim. The
overriding emphasis during this phase was the demilitarisation of Soviet
international relations based on what has been described as, in IR theory
terms, a liberal-idealist view of the nature of world politics.22

Liberal normalisation: 1987–1989

The ideas of reform in foreign policy, while articulated in sweeping terms
in 1986, were further developed following the warmer reception they
received in the West in 1987 and 1988. It was also developed by
demokratisatisiia which was implemented to continue the reform process
at home that had been hindered by recalcitrant entrenched party inter-
ests. Despite progress in US–Soviet relations, and the signing of the Delhi
declaration on the principles for a non-violent and nuclear-free world,
the ideas underpinning Soviet international relations were still develop-
ing. While there had been a clear articulation, there had not been a sys-
tematic discussion of precisely what new thinking in international
relations entailed. This new phase was characterised by an acceleration of
the process of normalisation and an increasing acceptance of the norms
of an international liberalism. Increasingly, the Soviets were moving
away from their revolutionary aims and towards a more status quo view
of the world and their place in it. During this period, foreign policy radi-
calisation matched the increasing boldness of domestic reform.
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The Washington Summit of December 1987, at which the intermedi-
ate range nuclear forces (INF) treaty was signed, saw a further develop-
ment of new thinking when the Soviets dropped their fervent
opposition to the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI).23 This period also
saw an increase in their commitment to normalising relations around
the world; Afghanistan and Nicaragua were the most obvious exam-
ples.24 In his speech on 2 November 1987 celebrating the seventieth
anniversary of the October revolution, Gorbachev made what was one
of the clearest statements yet of the new view of the USSR’s past and its
place in the world. The speech further elaborated the ideas presented to
the twenty-seventh Party Congress and placed the emphasis firmly on
disarmament while also recognising the significance of universal human
values. He stated that ‘we have become convinced of there being no
model of socialism to be emulated by everyone’. His closing words indi-
cated that there was still a conviction that there were two social systems
that were part of one world: ‘In October 1917 we parted with the old
world, rejecting it once and for all. We are moving towards a new world,
the world of communism. We shall never turn off that road.’25

On 16 March 1988, these ideas were further elaborated in a speech to
the Yugoslav Federal Assembly, where Gorbachev highlighted two impor-
tant developments in ‘new thinking’. First, he declared that intervention
in Eastern Europe was illegitimate and second, he approved and under-
lined the importance and legitimacy of separate socialist forms of devel-
opment.26 This significant shift in Soviet thinking about the world was,
characteristically, either ignored by the world or treated with suspicion.

The pre-eminent systematic articulation of Soviet new thinking as an
active political programme was made on 7 December 1988 at the UN.
This moment was heavy with symbolism and was a clear signpost that
the process of ending the confrontation between Soviet communism
and the capitalist West was well advanced. At the UN, the commitment
to separate systems and values was dropped, and the emphasis instead
put on the unity of humanity and the interdependence of world
politics. As Gorbachev said ‘[t]he world economy is becoming a single
organism, and no state, whatever its social system or economic status
can develop normally outside it’.27 In this speech, he made three
dramatic claims which, as he intended, captured the international
imagination in a manner not unlike Churchill’s Fulton speech of
March 1946.28

First, Gorbachev rejected the legacy of the Russian revolution and the
commitment to a separate set of socialist values. He argued that the
Russian revolution belonged to the past: ‘we have entered an era when
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progress will be shaped by universal human interests. Awareness of that
dictates that world politics too should be guided by the primacy of
universal human values’.29 Second, he rejected the use of force as a legit-
imate tool of foreign policy, noting that political problems could only be
solved through political means. Further, Gorbachev stressed the central-
ity of freedom of choice to those universal human values he had praised:
‘it is also quite clear that the price of freedom of choice is manda-
tory … Denying that right to peoples, under whatever pretext or rhetor-
ical guise, jeopardises even the fragile balance that has been attained.
Freedom of choice is a universal principle that should allow of no excep-
tion.’30 Finally, he flagged a raft of arms reductions in Europe and the
Soviet Union which had the Western Alliance pinching itself in disbe-
lief. The major commitments made were the reduction of Soviet forces
in Eastern Europe by 500 000 men, the withdrawal of six tank divisions
from the German Democratic Republic (GDR), Czechoslovakia and
Hungary,31 and the reduction of 8500 artillery systems and 800 combat
aircrafts. In his words, ‘we shall maintain our country’s defence capabil-
ity at a level of reasonable and reliable sufficiency so that no one will be
tempted to encroach on the security of the Soviet Union and our
allies’.32 At the time, it was the announcement of arms reductions which
got the press, but the USSR’s international political posture was truly
transformed by the first two principles – the rejection of socialist values
and the rejection of the use of force as a tool of foreign policy – which
began not just to chip away at, but to rip out the foundations of
the international confrontation which had been a part of the USSR
since 1917.

Reactive improvisation: 1989–1991

Gorbachev’s speech to the UN was not just a signal to the world that the
conditions which had brought about the Cold War from within the
Soviet Union were past, it was a broader attempt to revive international
organisations and especially the UN.33 This larger aim was indicative of
the fact that, at this point, Gorbachev and his foreign policy team still
felt very much in control of events. Yet, on the day he had given the
speech a devastating earthquake hit Armenia and Gorbachev was forced
to cut short the visit and return to his increasingly chaotic country. This
was a poignant metaphor of his split existence: internationally, he was
deeply involved in a reordering of the international system on a dis-
tinctly safer basis; domestically, he was increasingly less in charge, as the
once great Soviet Union underwent a chaotic breakdown of power.
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The final phase of Soviet foreign policy reorientation was charac-
terised by a reactive quality which saw momentum move away from the
Soviet Union because of the increasing domestic impotence of the
reformist elite and of Gorbachev in particular.34 By 1989, the ideas of
new thinking had found a life of their own, seen most dramatically with
the departure of the East European communist states from June 1989
onwards. Initially, the playing out of the ideas in Eastern Europe was
supported by Gorbachev and the foreign policy elite. On 6 July,
Gorbachev gave his famous ‘Common European Home’ speech to the
Council of Europe in Strasbourg, and in Helsinki on 25 October, he
emphasised that the USSR had no right to interfere in the affairs of
Eastern Europe.35 Both of these speeches were in line with, but did not
further develop, the ideas articulated in the UN speech. Although sig-
nificant announcements of the Cold War endgame were still to come. At
the Malta Summit of December 1989, Gorbachev told Bush that
the United States was no longer seen as an enemy by the Soviet Union: ‘We
don’t consider you an enemy any more … things have changed.
We want you in Europe. You ought to be in Europe. It’s important for the
future of the Continent that you’re there. So don’t think that we want
you to leave.’36

Despite his commitment to the self-determination of the countries of
Eastern Europe, Gorbachev was extremely reluctant to accept German
reunification within North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO). But he
was forced to accept this most uncomfortable of developments with
vague promises about limits to NATO expansion37 and three financial
assurances from Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) to the USSR.38

These assurances were: that the FRG would assume all of the GDR’s eco-
nomic obligations to Moscow; that it would extend a USD3 billion line
of credit to the USSR; and that it would cover the costs of Soviet troops
in East Germany during the transition period.39 Furthermore, while
there was a sense within the leadership that it was only fair to accept
this, there was also a realisation that there was very little that the Soviet
Union could reasonably do to stop these unpalatable developments.40

Following this period, Gorbachev began to move to the right within
Soviet domestic politics to try to shore up his power base and reinforce
the powers of the presidency.41 This resulted in Shevardnadze’s resigna-
tion on 20 December 1990.42 By this point, however, the Cold War was
over. Europe was no longer divided, and the values and ideals of the
Soviet Union were no longer at odds with the rest of the world. The US-
led West had nothing to oppose and third world conflicts had been
drained of their Cold War colouring. The final chapter of the Cold War,
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German unification within NATO, undertaken without genuine Soviet
blessing, was unquestionably the symbol of this phase. Reluctant to
allow the principles that they had articulated to be properly played out,
there was little that the Soviets could do. The ideals of 1988 had grown
a dynamism of their own which had overrun their Soviet progenitors.
Furthermore, it was Gorbachev’s increasing reliance on his last area of
political success – foreign policy – that further hindered both his domes-
tic political credibility and also his ability to shape international devel-
opments in his favour. Dobrynin summarises this well: ‘From 1989 on
Soviet diplomacy became progressively less effective because of the
urgent pressure of Gorbachev’s domestic political agenda and his efforts
to sustain his weakening reputation at home by what appeared to be
success abroad.’43

Foreign policy change

New Political Thinking was just that, a set of ideas, and as merely ideas
they were prone to being interpreted, especially by more conservative
policy-makers, as little more than window dressing. However, these ideas
were put into practice and one can identify four crucial aspects of for-
eign policy change of these periods that derived directly from the shift
in Soviet thinking: (1) a massive reduction in strategic and conventional
arms; (2) the adoption of a new strategic military doctrine; (3) genuine
participation in a system of liberal global relations and (4) the cessation
of support for third world revolutions, revolutionary movements and
‘fraternal’ communist regimes.

Arms reduction

Soviet commitment to nuclear and conventional arms reduction – its
retreat from the arms race element of the Cold War – was the most visi-
bly dramatic part of the unmaking of the international confrontation.
The moratorium on nuclear testing announced in April 1985, less than
a month after Gorbachev took office, gave a first indication of the direc-
tion in which the Soviets were going. On 27 September of that year,
Shevardnadze delivered a letter from Gorbachev to Reagan suggesting
an agreement for both sides to cut their long-range nuclear capacity by
50 per cent.44 This presaged the discussion at the Geneva summit at
which Gorbachev accepted American suggestions for a 50 per cent
reduction in strategic arms, and an interim agreement on intermediate
range forces. The possibility of agreement was dashed by Gorbachev’s
implacability in the face of the American commitment to SDI.45 A year
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later, this was followed by the proposal of a whole raft of cuts, by
Gorbachev, at the Reykjavik summit including 50 per cent cuts in all
categories of strategic arms,46 and further concessions on INF. During
negotiations, this offer expanded into a total elimination of all INF mis-
siles in Europe and all ballistic missiles over a 10-year period.47 This too
collapsed in the face of American and Soviet intransigence over SDI. On
28 February 1987, Gorbachev finally de-linked SDI from an INF arms
reduction package,48 and, on 8 December that year,49 the INF treaty
which eliminated all medium- and short-range missiles – about 4 per
cent of their respective arsenals – was signed.50

In arms reduction, 1988 was a year of symbolic import, but little sub-
stantive further agreement. The Moscow Summit was largely ceremo-
nial,51 although, as noted above, the UN speech marked a distinct
acceleration of Soviet unilateral pronouncements.52 On 7 April 1989,
Gorbachev announced a cessation in the production of weapons grade
plutonium,53 but further negotiation and agreements were put on hold
due to the Bush ‘pause’ in relations with the Soviets.54 It was not until
the Malta Summit that the Soviets were able to re-establish a proper
working relationship with the American administration of the sort
needed for such politically risky arms negotiations agreements.55 Once
the relationship had been re-established then the arms reduction agree-
ments which definitively ended the arms race dimension of the Cold
War came thick and fast.

Despite difficult negotiations and increasingly trying domestic politi-
cal circumstances for the Soviets, the Washington Summit of May–June
1990 produced remarkable results culminating in the 19 November sig-
nature of the Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE) treaty.56 This treaty
committed the Soviets to a 70 per cent reduction in conventional forces
stationed west of the Urals. In conventional terms, which had been of
central importance to Soviet military strategy, new thinking resulted in
the reductions flagged at the UN, the massive withdrawal of tank battal-
ions mentioned earlier, the withdrawal of six Soviet divisions from
Mongolia and the disbanding of 12 divisions which had been stationed
along the Chinese border. This was followed in July 1991 with the sig-
nature of the Strategic Arms Reduction Treaty (START). In terms of
absolute quantities, START was the most momentous of all the agree-
ments yet signed. It involved the reduction of 25 per cent of the
American and 35 per cent of the Soviet strategic arsenals, and had taken
nine years of negotiations to produce.57 Yet, because world politics had
changed so dramatically in those nine years, the signing of the treaty
was somewhat anticlimactic. The process of demilitarisation which had
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begun with a nuclear test moratorium, had, by the end of 1989, led to a
situation in which no Soviet troops were involved in conflict anywhere
in the world, and culminated in the signature of START. Soviet military
capability had been dramatically changed, both in terms of strategic-
military allocations and strategic posture and purpose.

New military doctrine

The second aspect of the transformation in Soviet policy was the
assumption of a new military doctrine by the Soviet Union and the
Warsaw Pact. The demilitarisation of Soviet policy via a reduction in
strategic and conventional forces was matched with a broader strategic
vision. In a speech to French National Assembly members on 3 October
1985, during his first trip abroad as General Secretary, Gorbachev
flagged this move when discussing potential arms cuts based on a possi-
ble change in armaments doctrine which he described as ‘reasonable
sufficiency’.58 The general direction in which military strategy was tend-
ing was articulated in typical Gorbachev fashion in his 1987 book,
Perestroika: ‘Never, under any circumstances, will our county begin mili-
tary operations against Western Europe unless we and our allies are
attacked by NATO! Never, I repeat never!’59 This developed into what
came to be known as ‘non-offensive defence’ which was also described
as ‘necessary sufficiency’.60 This represented a wholesale transformation
to a security doctrine informed by a more liberal view of strategic rela-
tions, and not the traditional Soviet notion that class conflict and capi-
talist antagonism were the driving forces of geopolitics.61

The traditional Soviet security doctrine had been founded on the
premise that capitalist growth was inherently militaristic, that interstate
warfare was the result of class conflict and that the Soviet Union and its
bloc were encircled by an alliance of hostile capitalist powers. This was
also influenced by an historical sense of strategic inferiority, the product
of 150 years of invasion and strife. These ideas and circumstances had
produced a formal strategic doctrine characterised by ‘offensive
defence’, a strategy based on preventative action in the large buffer zone
of Eastern Europe.62 The defensive strategy was underpinned with a
commitment to nuclear deterrence which relied primarily on the Soviet
arsenal of heavy Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs), and
required the control and domination of the Eastern European buffer
zone. The new view of military security was built on the idea of a ‘com-
mon European home’, which presumed the view of Europe as a single
entity, from the Atlantic to the Urals. This moved beyond the idea
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necessary to traditional Soviet defence – the pliant submission of
Eastern Europe.63

On 29 May 1987, a communiqué was issued following a meeting
of the Political Consultative Committee of the Warsaw Treaty
Organisation, which, following pressure from Moscow, announced the
shift in the Pact’s military doctrine to a posture of strategic defence.
Specifically, this involved the renunciation of the first use of nuclear
weapons, any further territorial claims and the formal declaration that
no state was seen as an enemy.64 This moved the USSR and the Pact from
a position in which the military had been organised for fighting and
winning wars to a position in which it was organised for war prevention.
The new doctrine had a clear impact on the Soviet military as the dras-
tic reduction in conventional forces set out above demonstrates.
Furthermore, it led to a restructuring of the military to increase defen-
sive capacity and to decrease its offensive strength both in Europe and
in Asia. It also entailed a reduction in military production of approxi-
mately 20 per cent and further meant that training exercises focused
more heavily on defence.65 The impact of new thinking on Soviet mili-
tary strategy and its consequent effects on military capabilities were a
vital step towards the creation of a new context for world politics and
the ending of the Soviet confrontation with the capitalist West.

Liberal international relations

While the moderating of Soviet–American relations was certainly an
important element of the end of the Cold War, it was not the only aspect
of the USSR’s transformation of its foreign relations. Soviet engagement
with America was the centrepiece of a larger effort to improve their
international relations in a global sense. As Gorbachev remarked: ‘one
must not in world politics restrict oneself to relations with just one
country alone, even if it is a very important one’.66 On 23 May 1986,
Gorbachev gave a speech to the ministry of Foreign Affairs in which he
insisted that the diplomats rethink Soviet relations with Europe and
specifically that they must no longer look at Europe through the prism
of Soviet relations with the United States.67 The normalisation of Soviet
relations aimed to remove Soviet foreign relations from the fetters of
US–Soviet acrimony. Across Europe, the Soviets dramatically improved
relations, most notably with the FRG, Spain, France and Great Britain.68

But the commitment to a globally focused normalisation was demon-
strated outside the more obvious centres of Soviet interest.69 On 28 July
1986, Gorbachev announced the removal of Soviet troops from
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Afghanistan and Mongolia.70 The signing of the Delhi declaration in
November 1986 was also part of this broader effort to globalise more
benign relations.71 In February 1987, Shevardnadze undertook a tour
of East Asia to revitalise relations with states in the region and to
emphasise Asia’s importance to the Soviet Union.72

On 22 December 1988, agreements between Angola, South Africa and
Cuba were signed which removed Cuban troops from Angola and estab-
lished the independence of Namibia.73 These developments were
brought about directly by Soviet pressure on Cuba and Angola, and
British pressure on South Africa following the long-running problems
faced by its forces. This diplomatic shift embodied the Soviet belief in a
new way of doing business in international relations and, importantly,
demonstrated its support for the political resolution of conflicts. This
was followed several weeks later by the Vietnamese announcement, on
6 January, that it would remove all of its forces from Cambodia. This
decision was the direct result of Soviet pressure on the Vietnamese and
reassurances to the Cambodians.74 In May 1989, relations with China
were normalised, ending decades of acrimony and hostility, and easing
tension on the world’s most militarised border. It is clear that Soviet new
thinking did not simply revolve around a Washington pole, it was
characterised by action which displayed an awareness of the global
influence of the great powers in a Cold War context. More importantly,
it was marked by a desire to ensure political solutions to conflicts and
struggles around the world. These efforts were propelled by an attempt
to reduce the costs, in both economic and political terms, of the
consequences of Soviet Cold War foreign policy as well as a change in
underlying beliefs. Most significantly, they represented a clear break
with the traditional role that had been played by the Soviet Union in
world politics generally and regional conflicts specifically.

Revolutionary regimes jettisoned

The fourth change in Soviet action was its discontinuation of support
for third world revolutionary movements and regimes, its withdrawal
from international engagements and its effective termination of the
international communist movement.75 One of the most important
aspects of the end of the Cold War was the Soviet withdrawal from
Afghanistan. Afghanistan had become a ‘bleeding wound’ in the side of
Soviet power, and the leadership saw it as a miscalculation which was
hurting Soviet interests at home and abroad.76 While the Soviet incur-
sion was costing an enormous amount in monetary, morale and military
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terms, the decision to withdraw was made for both instrumental and
values-based reasons. On 5 July 1990, Gorbachev told Pravda that the
intervention in Afghanistan had cost around 60 billion roubles.77

Moreover, the various sanctions imposed by the West since 1980 had
damaged the Soviet economy. These sanctions not only hindered
economic performance, but made efforts to normalise political relations
more difficult.

In values-based terms, things were less straightforward. Initially,
Gorbachev had pushed for a victory via an escalation in 1985–86, but
when it became clear that things were not going their way, the decision
was taken to withdraw from the fiasco. It was then presented in more
normative terms. On Soviet television on 8 February 1988, a sombre
Gorbachev announced that, on 15 May, Soviet troops were to begin a
wholesale withdrawal from Afghanistan. Between then and 14 April, the
foreign ministers of the United States, the USSR, Afghanistan and
Pakistan negotiated the terms and conditions of withdrawal and the
status of the Afghan government. The withdrawal was completed on
15 February of the following year.78 As Reuveny and Prakash point out,
the Afghanistan war decreased the legitimacy of the military, it gave an
impetus to non-Russian republics to pursue independence and helped to
produce new pre-glasnost forms of political participation.79

The Soviet Union had supported the Sandinistas in Nicaragua up to
and after the 1979 revolution.80 On 16 May 1989, the Washington Post
reported that the Soviets had stopped supplying them with weapons
and aid, in part this was in response to America’s cessation of funding to
the Contras.81 While the USSR did not end its economic aid to Cuba, it
did try to get Castro to adopt the proposed political solution to the prob-
lem of El Salvador, but with little success.82 The removal of support for
revolutionary states entailed more than simply the ending of economic
or military aid to revolutionary regimes, it was part of a larger strategy
which left the international communist movement politically
moribund.

The best illustration of the distance travelled from the support of third
world insurrectionary regimes was Soviet support of the US-led UN
response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990. Shevardnadze said that ‘if
the world community could not stop the aggressors against Kuwait then
it would have gained nothing from the end of the Cold War’.83 It was
the ultimate illustration of the shift in Soviet foreign relations, for it
involved the support of a UN-sanctioned war against a former client
state.84 This demonstrated their commitment to a new way of addressing
international problems, their support for international organisations
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and that their ideological and strategic commitments of the past were
very firmly part of history.

To summarise, Soviet action which derived from new thinking
consisted of four important developments: the scaling back and recon-
figuration of military allocations; the adoption of a new military doc-
trine; the formation of a more liberal posture across the gamut of
international relations and the withdrawal of support for third world
conflicts and revolutionary regimes. Through these, new thinking
produced actions which helped end the chronic international
confrontation and radically reformed the structures of international
politics.

The sources of Soviet reform

The Soviet shifts in ideology, and in their philosophy of international
engagement, were remarkable. Yet, it is far from clear precisely why such
changes came about. Many have argued that the Soviets changed tack
because of the disastrous state of the economy,85 some have argued that
it was due to the rise of a Western-focused elite,86 and others have
claimed that the firmness of Reagan’s Republican-right position pro-
duced the change.87 Yet, none of these positions are entirely accurate.
The development of such a radical new way of doing things clearly had
multiple origins. These sources of change can be attributed both to
structural developments – that is, long-term change in society and prob-
lems in the economy – as well as to more agential factors to do with indi-
vidual values, approaches and beliefs. While one should be cautious of
overattributing coherence to a process that was anything but, one can
identify four related sources of the Soviet shift: instrumental; normative;
normalisational-developmental and popular support-based.

Instrumental sources

After the event, many have claimed that the Gorbachev-led shift in for-
eign policy orientation was a clearly thought out strategy that was part
of the broader effort to reform the Soviet Union. The essence of the argu-
ment is that reformers recognised that a benign international environ-
ment was necessary to pursue domestic reform and thus they
systematically set out to achieve this.88 As is well known, the Soviet
economy and society were in a grim state of affairs. Gorbachev and his
elites had, initially, made it their business to reform society and the
economy by tinkering with aspects of the economic system and not by
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challenging the underlying structures. They realised that the effort was
going to be arduous and costly and would require a change in foreign
policy. Thus, foreign policy reform was to be one of the means to pro-
vide ‘a better life for Soviet people and to establish higher models of
social organisation and social justice’.89 Shevardnadze, in his memoir,
notes that, in 1986, the chief national objective was ‘to create the max-
imum favourable external conditions needed in order to conduct inter-
nal reform’.90 Such a view of the overall process is a little too neat,
although there was, no doubt, an element of this intention within the
elite. Between 1985 and 1987, the reformers manifestly misunderstood
the scale of domestic reform necessary. Furthermore, the neat instru-
mental argument attributes to Gorbachev an organisational forethought
which history has shown he simply did not have.91 The process was rea-
sonably incoherent and was simply not the product of an instrumental
calculation of interests. However, one should not reject the instrumen-
tal source of change outright. It is clear that the new thinking and prac-
tice in foreign policy was designed by the leadership to achieve certain
payoffs within Soviet society.

One of the prime motivations for the Soviet demilitarisation of rela-
tions with the West and the world at large was the crippling cost of the
arms race and its resulting deformation of the economy. No one really
knew quite what the Soviets were spending on defence, for no mean-
ingful calculus of expenditure or cost existed.92 In his memoirs
Gorbachev writes of his surprise at discovering that military expenditure
was approximately 40 per cent of the state budget and that military
production accounted for around 20 per cent of Soviet gross national
product.93 The turn in military posture was influenced by a ‘guns or
butter’ view of reform.94 Believing that the Soviet economy could not go
on functioning in the old way, the leadership made the choice, haphaz-
ardly and poorly thought out though it was, for butter and not guns.

But the instrumental aspect of ‘new thinking’ was not simply about
freeing the economy and society from the crippling impact of the arms
race, which was itself both a cause and effect of the Cold War. There
were two other key intentions. First, it aimed to reel in the draining cost
of its overseas commitments; what could be called the cost of empire.
The three largest instances of overseas cost were Afghanistan, Eastern
Europe and the support for third world regimes – with Cuba being the
single largest recipient.95 The direct cost of Afghanistan has been men-
tioned, but it was also the effect of sanctions, as well as the cost to Soviet
morale more generally which were of concern. Second, the Soviet Union
needed to participate in the world on reasonable terms. Eastern Europe
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had long since proven to be an expensive client region. The realisation
that, in terms of trade, the Soviet Union was exporting primary material
and importing finished goods from its supposedly inferior allies had
spawned some of the early ideas of reformers. New thinking aimed to
change this state of affairs. The longer term view was to try to transform
Eastern Europe from a security zone into a link to the world markets of
the global capitalist economy.96 Pravda notes that Eastern Europe’s value
to the Soviet Union had declined dramatically, as a sphere of domina-
tion and source of legitimacy, as a reliable part of the international
communist movement and as a cordon sanitaire.97 Moreover, it was
becoming a burden in both financial and political terms.98 Gorbachev
noted that Eastern Europe was surviving on an expensive ‘artificial
respirator’ and that the ‘Soviets could no longer continue economic
relations along these lines’.99

The realisation of the stagnation of the economy, the consequent
demoralisation of society and the desire to change this were all central
to Soviet reforms in domestic and foreign policy. The Soviet economy
could produce international standard jet fighters, but could not manu-
facture durable shoes. The leadership felt that normal economic rela-
tions were necessary for peaceful relations, to stimulate the economy
and supplement its own productive capacity. Ultimately, the Soviets
recognised that it was necessary to participate in the global economy if
the USSR was to become a truly modern state with balanced develop-
ment. As a result of this recognition, the leadership wanted to shift its
foreign relations so that it could participate in the liberal world order.

The other broadly instrumental purpose served by the shift in Soviet
foreign policy was the effort to overcome a range of Cold War political
obstacles which had hindered Soviet economic development. As a direct
result of the conflict, the West had created a series of hindrances to dam-
age the Soviets. The prime example of this was Co-ordinating
Committee on East–West Trade (CoCom). CoCom was a committee of
NATO countries100 plus Australia and Japan, which produced a list of
‘strategically important technology’ which was not to be sold to the
USSR. It was a coordinating mechanism of a form of economic warfare
against the Soviet Union.101 Its ostensible purpose was to ensure that the
West and NATO maintained their military advantage over the USSR
through a strategic embargo of goods, although, at times, it was used to
bully non-member states into adhering to its dictates.102 It both
deprived the USSR of technology and developments available in the
wider world, and also reinforced the liberal-capitalist trading system.103

It is clear then that, in reaction to structural hindrances, the leaders of
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the Soviet Union were trying to change foreign relations to help reform
the Soviet economy and Soviet society more broadly.

The instrumentalism behind Soviet new thinking needs to be seen as
an important motivating factor, but two aspects need to be emphasised.
First, it was not as coherently pursued and rationally calculated as it is
often presented. Second, it was not just about establishing a benign and
less costly international environment for the reform process, the aim
was to become a full and participating member of the international
system so that Soviet society could be improved.

Normative sources

While instrumentalism was a central motivation, it was not the only
driving force behind the changes within and without the Soviet Union.
Gorbachev and his foreign policy team represented a new generation of
Soviet leaders and, importantly, embodied a new set of ideas and norms
which had been produced by the society which they in turn sought to
revitalise. To a certain extent, the ending of the Cold War and the
embrace of new thinking were due to a belief in the values which were
at the heart of the reforms. New thinking derived from the reluctant
recognition that capitalism could be successful without necessarily
being bellicose, and was reinforced by a belief that the destructive power
of nuclear weapons had radically changed the nature of conflict. The
risk of utter annihilation was simply too great to justify the militarised
dimension of the international conflict which had persisted for so long.
Finally, there was a shift in the understanding of the role of class in
international politics.104 No longer did the Soviets believe that class con-
flict was the prime dynamic of world politics. Rather, they had begun to
believe in the liberal interdependence view of international relations.

A changed set of beliefs about how the world worked reflected
changes in the broader value system of the leadership. Thus, new think-
ing meant that a sense of separate socialist values was left behind and a
qualitatively different and, importantly, liberal set of values and rights
replaced it. These were the values of universal human rights, self-
determination, democratic government, the immorality of nuclear
weapons and a belief in the mutual nature of security.105 The pursuit of
nuclear arms reduction, the shift in strategic doctrine, the step away
from third world revolutionary regimes, the embrace of international
organisations and an improvement in global relations, were all under-
taken, in part, because of a belief in these values. Furthermore, the accept-
ance of the revolutions of 1989 was in keeping with these values.106
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Palazchenko recalls Shevardnadze saying, as regards Afghanistan and
Eastern Europe, ‘if they stand for something and have any real support
among their people, they must cope themselves’.107 This was a clear
illustration of the implications of these beliefs for Soviet action. Perhaps
more than the military reduction or the shift in strategic doctrine, the
acceptance of liberal norms truly represented the end of the international
confrontation. Change represented not the ineffable hand of history, but
a recognition, both from above and below, that Soviet values were fun-
damentally lacking. The chronic confrontation between Soviet commu-
nism and Western capitalism had been as much about ways of life as
about military power, and the acceptance of norms, which had previ-
ously been so vigorously rejected, meant a rejection of the fundamentals
of that conflict.

Developmental-normalisation

These two strands of agential motivation overlapped in the third which
is a more structural change. At the heart of the domestic and interna-
tional reforms lay the desire to make the Soviet Union ‘normal’. Brown
argues that the new thinking in foreign policy was consonant with
domestic reforms, that they were in keeping with the desire to make the
Soviet Union a modern state with a developed economy and normal
relations with the world.108 While not using the word ‘normal’,
Gorbachev, writing in his memoirs, demonstrates this intent: ‘we under-
stood that in today’s world of mutual interdependence progress is
unthinkable for any society which is fenced off from the world by
impenetrable state frontiers and ideological barriers’.109 This recognition
of Soviet abnormality was the product of the development of Soviet
society itself. The growth of the economy, urbanisation and a massive
increase in education meant that Soviet society grew within itself the
means to realise its faults and to try to rectify them.110 The generation
which came to rule the Soviet state was educated, had travelled and was
aware of how out of step their state and society were from the prevailing
international norms. The arrival of Gorbachev in a position of power
gave an opportunity for societal dissatisfaction to be expressed at the
higher levels to try to change society.111 That Gorbachev and the
reformers were not a minority clique amongst a hard-line consensus was
borne out by the general acceptance of the majority of the Gorbachev
reforms and concessions by the military. This was due to a recognition
within the military that the economy had to be reformed if military
power was to survive. Also, it is clear that, within the military there had
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also been a change in generation which, while more conservative than
Gorbachev or Yakovlev, was well aware of the need for normalisation.112

Domestic constituencies

To understand the Soviet sources of change, one must look not only to
the instrumental, the ideational, the developmental but also to the
domestic political context. Much of the impetus for specific decisions
stemmed from the political context in which the elite found themselves.
For example, Chernobyl was, for many, a catalyst which helped encour-
age a recognition of the need for rapid and fundamental change.113 Also,
foreign policy was used to garner support for the leadership within the
USSR. In crude terms, foreign policy success in the West was central to
Gorbachev’s power in the mid-1980s. Gorbachev used foreign policy to
manoeuvre domestically, and foreign policy choices in turn reflected
that manoeuvring. It made him popular within the USSR and meant
that, politically, he had a greater freedom to act. Yet this itself was
subject to diminishing returns. As Gorbachev became unpopular at
home due to the chaos he had helped to unleash upon his people, his
foreign policy ‘triumphs’ began to be seen as failings. Boldin is typically
damning: ‘the new thinking in international affairs, combined with
other perestroika measures, however well intentioned, effectively
wrecked the country’s military defence complex.’114 Dobrynin is critical,
but in a more measured fashion; he feels that Gorbachev sacrificed
longer term Soviet and Russian interests in his desire to be popular with
the West. In Gorbachev’s increasing reliance on what Weber termed
‘external prestige’ to buttress his rapidly weakening domestic position, it
is clear that America extracted concessions at too low a political price
from Gorbachev, which only made worse his position at home.115

In sum, Soviet change stemmed from four interrelated sources. First,
the desire to improve society within, via a more benign policy without.
Second, it came from ideas of new thinking that were the product of
both international and domestic developments. Third, change came
from the development of Soviet society and its production of people
willing and capable of assessing their society critically. Fourth, it was
produced and shaped, to a degree, by domestic politics and political
experience.

America responds

Thus far, this account of the end of the Cold War has focused almost
entirely on the Soviet side of the story. This is largely because the
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evidence indicates that the key developments came from their side, but
it is important also to recognise the role played by the United States.
While the argument takes issue with the characterisation of the end of
the Cold War as a direct consequence of a deliberate ‘peace through
strength’ strategy driven by Reagan and his hawkish elite, to say that the
termination of hostilities was solely the result of Soviet efforts would be
to commit the same errors as those who argue that all credit should go to
those in Washington. The Cold War was created by the five key develop-
ments outlined earlier, of those, four derived from decisions taken within
each group. The Cold War’s existence derived from American opposition
to the ideals of the Russian revolution, its ability to take up that opposi-
tion, its competitive instincts which fuelled the logic of competition and,
most crucially, its willingness to undertake confrontation and conflict.
Just as Soviet foreign policy change undermined Soviet ability and will-
ingness to fight, the positive reception of these moves by the United
States was crucial in transforming the foundations of the Cold War.
However, during the process of policy transformation which ended the
Cold War, the character of American policy was essentially reactive.

The following section considers the development of US foreign policy
during this period so as to come to terms with American motivations,
the character of East–West dialogue and the impact of these policies on
the transformation of world politics. The point is that the character of
relations affected not only the timing of change but also developments
within Soviet domestic politics.

Although essentially reactive to Soviet change, the importance of
American policy is clear: the end of the Cold War could not have
occurred without a positive American response to Soviet reform. It is
important to emphasise that during this period, the underlying philoso-
phy of American foreign policy did not change in any significant sense.
While it is undeniable that the nature of relations between the two pow-
ers improved and remarkable levels of concord were reached, the
informing ideas and values of American foreign policy remained con-
stant. As opposed to the claims of the Reagan camp, the United States
reacted to Soviet shifts and did not, in any meaningful sense, induce
them. Reagan’s hostility in his first term may have helped clear the
ground for the reformers; the reshaping of international politics was
primarily driven by the Soviets.116 The Soviet Union was changing and
ended up no longer behaving in a manner which the capitalist states –
particularly the United States – felt it had to fight against or to fear. It
was the eventual reception of Soviet change which was crucial to the
peaceful conclusion to the Cold War confrontation.
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It is useful to distinguish between the response of the Reagan and
Bush administrations to the Soviet shifts. Interestingly, as a result of his
virulent anti-communism, Reagan was able, in domestic political terms,
to react more positively to the Soviet overtures than Bush. Bush was hin-
dered by longer term accusations of being ‘soft’ on communism. Yet,
even Reagan’s reaction was coloured heavily by the restrictions of his
domestic political circumstances.117 While each administration had its
own views, one can identify a number of continuations in attitude and
approach. These are of note not only because they are overlooked in
much of the literature, but also because they contributed to the difficul-
ties faced by the USSR as it embarked on the treacherous path of domes-
tic transformation. First, both pocketed concessions for domestic
political consumption without an equitable or reciprocal reaction.
Second, they shared the expectation that the Soviets would and should
go further than the Americans. Third, both administrations were reluc-
tant to see the shifts in the Soviet Union as genuine and both were scep-
tical of Gorbachev’s sincerity.118

Reagan administration

Initially, Reagan espoused the rearming of America, the rolling back of
Soviet success in the third world, and the strengthening of Western
resolve in front of what he saw as an implacable foe.119 In his first two
years in office there was little indication that Reagan was particularly
interested in talking to the Soviets about either arms control or nuclear
stockpile reduction. He deliberately fostered acrimonious relations with
the USSR and contributed heavily to the heightened tension of the
1978–1984 period. The low ebb of this period of hostility was reached in
1983 which saw the ‘evil empire’ speech, the deployment of Cruise and
Pershing II missiles in Europe and the collapse of START and conven-
tional force negotiations in Geneva and Austria. By the end of the year,
for the first time in decades, there were no ongoing discussions between
the two powers.120

Following pressure from Shultz,121 a precipitous drop in public esteem
with regard to his handling of international affairs prior to an election
year,122 and with the departure of hard-line NSC adviser Clark, Reagan
began to soften his rhetoric and make overtures for dialogue. This began
with a speech on 16 January 1984 in which he called for increased dia-
logue between the powers on arms limitations.123 Importantly,
Intermediate Nuclear Forces (INF) and START negotiations recom-
menced in 1985, but despite a softening rhetoric, with occasional
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setbacks,124 there was little significant change in America’s policy
towards the USSR and its allies around the world.

Publicly, Reagan justified his mellowing after 1985 with the claim that
he was pursuing arms control at that time because his propitious action
had allowed the United States to ‘catch up’ with the Soviets and that it
was now able to ‘negotiate from strength’.125 Others have argued that
Reagan had a profound hatred of nuclear weapons and was acting in a
calculated fashion to rid the world of the weapons he so despised.126 The
reality was rather more complex. Reagan clearly had no love for nuclear
weapons, or for communism for that matter. But his attitude towards
the Soviet Union and its consequent impact on the foreign policy stance
of the United States was unchanged. His values, so stark and clear, were
one of his most valuable political commodities and he knew it.
Concessions to the Soviet Union – which were few – tended not to be
driven only by his values, but were also intended for domestic political
consumption. To understand the development of a more conciliatory
stance by the United States one needs to ignore the ‘negotiate from
strength’ rhetoric and place Reagan’s anti-nuclearism alongside three
important factors: the increasing influence of more moderate advisers
within the administration; the increasingly unthreatening face of the
Soviet Union and the particular requirements of his domestic con-
stituency to whom Reagan paid by far the closest attention.127 So the
Geneva, Reykjavik, Washington and Moscow Summits were as much
about disarmament as they were about the domestic political gains that
each leader was trying to achieve. In Gorbachev’s case, to lift the burden
of a militarised international confrontation from a tired population’s
back. In Reagan’s, to lift his popularity, answer his anti-nuclear critics
while giving as little away as possible to an enemy he did not trust.
Significantly, after each summit with Gorbachev, Reagan’s popularity
would rise dramatically.128

The softening of US–Soviet relations was made possible by the
Americans’ willingness to talk. Had they refused, it is hard to imagine
Gorbachev unilaterally pursuing a demilitarised international relations;
the Soviet military, for one, would have been far less sanguine. However,
the timing of this acceptance and its incomplete character significantly
hindered Gorbachev’s efforts. But beyond this positive reception, the
Americans did little – they did not initiate an easing of tensions, nor did
their bellicosity induce a pacifist turn within the Soviet Union.
Although they were not the initiators of improved Soviet–American
relations, or an improved system of world politics, their reactions to the
Soviet overtures were important to bring these changes into being.
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A reactive nature does not imply inertia or listlessness; the Americans
could have reacted in a number of different ways and their selection of
policy, from among the choices, was generally positive. That said,
America’s relations with the USSR must also be seen as cautious and con-
servative. Gorbachev was not perceived as genuine in his reforms by
many both inside and outside the administration.129 As late as 1988,
conservative American commentators such as William Safire and Henry
Kissinger were criticising Reagan for cutting deals with the USSR – in
their eyes, ‘an unchanging enemy’ – which had negotiated breathing
room.130 FitzGerald captures the general tenor: ‘all the Reagan adminis-
tration had ever done was to talk to the Soviets, pocket the concessions
they made and take credit for having forced Gorbachev to do what he
was doing anyway for his own purposes’.131 But, it is important to realise
just how hard it was for someone like Reagan, and for his administra-
tion, to talk to the Soviets.

Bush administration

Despite Bush’s campaigning on continuing the Reagan legacy, a clear
break existed between the two administrations. All key personnel within
the White House changed and the general tone of policy was clearly dif-
ferent from the Reagan years.132 One must remember that these were
different times; the conditions of world politics had changed dramati-
cally in eight years. Despite this, the Bush administration, in its attitude
to foreign policy, and specifically towards the Soviet Union, maintained
some of the key elements of the Reagan period. The scepticism towards
the Gorbachev overtures that was evident in the Reagan administration
was more glaring during Bush’s first year. This was remarkable given the
improvement in relations and the clear evidence of Soviet sincerity.
Partly, this derived from the fact that Bush had less domestic political
room to manoeuvre, but it was also due to the personal commitments of
the people in charge – particularly Baker and Scowcroft – who were
inherently more cautious and conservative than their counterparts in
the later Reagan administration.

This conservatism can be seen in their reaction to the pronounce-
ments at the UN in December 1988, which they perceived as being part
of a ‘propaganda campaign’. The Bush administration did not wish to
take hasty action in case it helped the Soviets capitalise on this cam-
paign, as Scowcroft writes: ‘I was suspicious of Gorbachev’s motives and
sceptical of his prospects … He was attempting to kill us with kindness
rather than bluster.’133 The informing belief of the Bush administration
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was that the shifts in Soviet international relations were not due to
Reaganite ‘peace through strength’, nor a revolution in the Soviet
Union, but were due to 40 years of sustained pressure. They believed
that containment had worked.134

After the strategic ‘pause’ in relations,135 Bush adopted a two-pronged
approach to the USSR that sought to improve relations with the Soviet
Union while being cautious to defend US interests in the face of existing
military power. Eventually, in September 1989, what had been perfectly
obvious to the rest of the world for some time got through to the Bush
White House, they finally realised that Gorbachev and his reformers
were ‘for real’.136 In these months their inaction had contributed to
Gorbachev’s loss of control of his power base for his domestic critics
used his inability to gain advantage from the Americans as a demon-
stration of his weakness and the lack of financial or political support fur-
ther undermined his position. Bush claims that he did not ‘dance on the
wall’ due to a desire not to poke Gorbachev in the eye.137 Given the
emphasis he put on personal relations in his foreign policy, this may
have been part of the reason, but it was also due to his own caution and
conservatism which feared a Soviet reversal and the implications that
such an outcome might have for him and his legacy.

In allowing the improvement of international relations to continue to
be Soviet-led, Bush also followed the Reagan lead. While the Soviets were
focusing their global position, the United States was not substantially
changing its broader posture.138 Under Bush, as under Reagan, America
chose its course with scant regard for the concerns of third parties.139

Bush also continued the Reagan approach of accepting concessions
without reciprocating equally either in kind or in type;140 the major
agreements that were reached were largely the result of Soviet conces-
sions. More importantly, the decision to allow self-determination in
Eastern Europe had nothing to do with America or American pressure.
The radical shift in Warsaw Pact doctrine was internally derived and the
acceptance of a unified Germany by the USSR was due to German
inducements, empty promises from NATO, and the Soviet inability to
act. It is reasonable to ask precisely what active role the Americans
played in the dramatic events of 1989–1990. The answer is that they sat
back, slightly confused, and spoke words of encouragement and then
happily wrote history in their favour. In their conservatism, the Bush
administration missed a historic opportunity to support the Gorbachev
reforms within the USSR with economic and other non-military
measures.141 These could have helped give stability to a process of pro-
found social change and dislocation by smoothing the economic and
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non-economic costs of the more radical reforms in the Soviet Union.
This they refused to do and their legacy is the poorer for it.

History has given credit to Bush and Reagan, yet it must also recognise
that the Americans changed far fewer of their military capabilities, their
strategic intentions and underlying beliefs than did the Soviets. While
the Americans’ philosophy of international relations barely changed at
all, their willingness to talk in reasonable and open terms was of crucial
importance to Gorbachev and the changes he was trying to impose,
despite the ongoing hostility in the form of SDI and in the third
world.142 The Americans helped give Gorbachev a very important plat-
form by embracing him as a person to talk to, to take seriously and,
belatedly to believe in. In this way, they helped the Soviets limp into
international normality for a brief year before the maelstrom of change
overwhelmed them. If they had believed him sooner, recognised the
reforms as genuine and formed policy based on these realities then the
breakdown of Soviet power might have been more gently handled and
its social, economic and political consequences considerably less dire.

Concluding thoughts on the end of the Cold War

The Cold War was the second half of a socio-economic, geopolitical and
ideological confrontation between Soviet communism and the capitalist
West and had ceased to be because the ideological rivalry which had
been at its heart had been transcended. The transformation of Soviet
thinking led to the scaling down of the arms race and the end of great
power interventions in third world affairs. The changes had not
emerged from thin air, but had been propelled by material develop-
ments, particularly the growth in Soviet society, the limits of the Soviet
economic system and the recognition of the need to be a part of the lib-
eral world order. The most immediate and dramatic consequence was
that the centrepiece of the confrontation, Eastern Europe, had been
given its freedom to choose,143 equally the Soviets had retreated from all
of their international military commitments, they had pushed for peace
deals in conflicts they had supported and fuelled, and had even tried to
tell Castro what to do. The Americans had responded to these changes
in a slow, but eventually positive fashion. FitzGerald notes that while
the Americans were bickering about SDI, ‘Gorbachev launched a politi-
cal revolution in the Soviet Union. Few in Washington understood what
he was doing or where he was going, and the Cold War was over long
before the American foreign policy establishment knew it.’144 In short,
the international confrontation had been overcome by changes in ideas
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and actions of the Soviets. We must remember, however that these
transformations were a response to both longer and shorter term
changes in the Soviet economy and society.

The termination of the Cold War was not only a rapprochement
between American and Soviet leaders and a realignment of the post-
1945 balance of power in Europe, it was also the end of a larger scale
international confrontation. The Cold War system established a
structure which shaped world politics for decades, but its foundation
was not a power vacuum in the heart of Europe in 1945, but the ideo-
logical confrontation between systems which first emerged after 1917.
The events in the immediate aftermath of the Second World War created
what appeared to be a straitjacket structure for international politics
from which extrication seemed virtually impossible. Yet, in blinding
speed, the strictures were loosened and the system made utterly obso-
lete. In the language of social scientists, the end of the Cold War was a
victory for the agents of the system over its perceived constraints. That
is to say, the Cold War appeared to create a set of limits to action which,
while it persisted, appeared immovable. Yet, as the remarkable events of
the latter half of the 1980s showed, these structures were mutable and,
given the right context, both material and ideational, they could be
dismantled. The speed with which people realise that circumstances
have changed will vary greatly; indeed, as late as October 1989, some
members of the Bush administration warned of the dangers of thinking
that the Cold War was over.145 It was clear for many others that it was, if
not utterly gone, then withered beyond all recognition.

Describing the Cold War as the second phase of a longer run interna-
tional confrontation between Soviet communism and the capitalist
West recognises that Cold War antagonism had its origins not in the
breaking down of a wartime alliance and the emergence of nuclear
rivalry, but in the ideas and aspirations of the Russian revolution and
the fear and loathing this induced in the West. The Cold War had a
history longer than the 50 or so years of its usual attribution, equally
the end of the Cold War had a historical trajectory longer than the
1985–1990 period discussed above. As noted earlier, the language and
ideas of Gorbachev’s reformism grew out of the Krushchev thaw and the
détente period, as well as the more immediate flowering of ideas in the
mid-to-late 1980s. Of the many factors which forced events in the 1980s
that had influence stretching beyond the immediate, two developments
stand out as of particular importance, the Helsinki Final Act and the
development, within the USSR and Eastern Europe, of the social and
economic conditions for bringing about the conflict’s end.
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The Helsinki Final Act was one of the more notable achievements of
détente. Concluded during the period of superpower conciliation in the
1970s, the Final Act represented the most tangible political agreement
between East and West in Europe. Its purpose was to try to foster an envi-
ronment conducive to peace and mutual trust by establishing a set of
foundations for dialogue and confidence building that linked basic prin-
ciples of human rights and democracy to territorial integrity and border
inviolability. It was signed on 1 August 1975 and at that time, even the
most optimistic only hoped that it would institutionalise a vague but
identifiable political process of confidence building. This modest ambi-
tion meant that at the time of its signature, the Act was not regarded as
of great significance. Indeed for many, the CSCE’s agreement was seen as
something of a betrayal. For included in the Act’s security dimensions
was that long sought-after Soviet goal: official recognition by the
Western powers of the post-1945 Eastern and Central European borders.
This infuriated many who felt that the West had capitulated to Soviet
demands and that many dissidents and activists had been sold short. Yet,
the Act was significant to the end of the Cold War. The key to its lasting
impact was the linkage made between security interests and core princi-
ples of human rights and democracy. While those who condemned it as
a paper tiger pointed to the absence of any enforcement mechanism
regarding these rights and claimed that the Soviets were only paying lip
service to these ideas, the longer term impact of signing on to a set of
international norms was important.

The significance of Helsinki was in fact twofold. First, it provided a
means with which people could measure Soviet action and find it want-
ing. Second, and less obvious, was that it represented an acceptance,
however shallow in the first instance, of key liberal principles of inter-
national relations, principles which had hitherto been anathema to
Soviet concepts of world politics. Thus Helsinki planted the first seed of
normalisation among the elites, dissidents and eventually the popula-
tion as a whole. Not only did Soviet signature of the agreement provide
concrete standards with which dissidents could hold the USSR to
account, but also played a key role in mobilising elites, and in time the
population, of both the USSR and its Eastern European satellites.146 Also,
by signing on to a set of international standards, the Soviets and East
European Communists opened themselves in a new way to interna-
tional hectoring and pressure from international sources, most notably
President Carter.147

Helsinki mattered in that, in agreeing to sign on to a set of interna-
tional principles to do with geopolitics as well as rights and principles, it
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galvanised opposition within and without. But more importantly, it rep-
resented the first flicker of recognition within the Soviet Union, and
specifically the CPSU, that these international principles were norms
which they themselves aspired to. Helsinki represented the first accept-
ance, reluctant and superficial as it may have been at the time, of liberal
international norms, and this acceptance, in both material and
ideational ways was the first sign that the Soviets could no longer go on
relating to the world in the old way.

This relates to the second significant development, that is that the
Soviet Union had, in its own development, the seeds of its own destruc-
tion. It raised social and economic expectations to levels that it could
not possibly meet and made them central to its claims to international
competitiveness. As it was within the state, so it was without. Soviet
society had developed a population and elites who had expectations of
its international position – as a leader of social justice, an international
defender of emancipation and a military superpower – which it mani-
festly could not fulfil. It was this dual expectation, that things should
and must be better inside and outside the state, which drove the new
generation of leaders. It was the values and ideas of a distinctly liberal
internationalism, as well as the instrumental desire to improve the econ-
omy which, over time, drove the shift in ideas, intentions and actions
which brought about the Soviet change. It was the linking of a liberal
conception of world politics to concrete material realities – the
economic and social retardation of the Soviet Union – which brought
the curtain down on the Cold War. These were two developments which
had their origins as much in the world of 1917 as in the world of the
1980s.

The international confrontation was terminated by the rejection of
the values and practices of the Russian revolution and the adoption of a
new set of values and practices, and these changes had origins that were
at once domestic and international. Of the five conditions of world pol-
itics, which produced the Cold War out of the larger international con-
frontation, set out in Chapter 1, none was left intact by the end of 1990.
Crockatt writes that ‘while the Soviet Union’s capacity to sustain itself
was limited to and by the Cold War system, the United States was never so
constrained, since it had access to the resources of the world system…
The Cold War did not so much collapse as it was bypassed’.148 As shown
in the previous chapter, the international confrontation played an
important role in Soviet power, and contributed to the logic of the
Soviet state, but was not central to the United States. Clearly the con-
frontation was important to America, but the main logic of American

Ending the Cold War 103

0DM Q 7D E 3 ? IA NC 1I ? L ? NC 1 M M IA :IPD N 1I M BL P 6 D 5D DN ? LI9 MN
3=IIE 1 NL CNN , =IIE NL LI MN I D= INND BC ? N D NDI .?I 42-

1L N ? ALI INND BC I   , ,

1
I

QL
DB

CN
BL

P
6

D
5D

DN
?

/
LDB

CN
M

L
M

LP
?



power was capitalism, and, by following a kind of Kennanite position, it
was able to withstand the challenge of the Soviet Union and its form of
socio-economic power. On the other hand, the international confronta-
tion had penetrated the Soviet state, in both ideological and material
terms. In its reform efforts, the USSR distanced itself from its revolu-
tionary legacy most rapidly and most profoundly in its foreign policy.
Foreign policy reform was, so to speak, the vanguard of the second
Russian revolution, and the vanguard’s most significant act was to move
beyond the Cold War. The end of the Cold War was more a transcen-
dence than a termination as such, it was transcended because the Soviet
Union ceased to be a revolutionary power and it ceased to present a face
of challenge to the international system. The Soviet Union adopted the
norms of liberal international relations and, slowly and reluctantly was
forced to accept the norms of liberal capitalism domestically. It is to this
linkage and the attendant fall of the Soviet Union that we now turn.
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