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On Starting All Over Again: 
A NaIve Approach to the Study of the 

Cold War 

John Lewis Gaddis 

'Outside of a dog, a book is a man's best friend. Inside of a 
dog, it's too dark to read.' (Grouch a Marx) 

I like this quotation from the 'other' Marx because it suggests how limited 
our view of the Cold War, until quite recently, has actually been. In 
contrast to the way most history is written, Cold War historians through 
the end of the 1980s were working within, rather than after, the event they 
were trying to describe. We had no way of knowing the final outcome, and 
we could determine the motivations of only some - but by no means all
of the major actors. We were in something like the position of those 
puzzled poseurs, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, in Shakespeare's Hamlet, 
wondering what in the world was going on and how it was all going to 
come out. I 

We now know, to coin a phrase. Or, at least, we know a good deal more 
than we once did. We will never have the full story: we do not have that for 
any historical event, no matter how far back in the past. Historians can no 
more reconstruct what really happened than maps can replicate what is 
really there.2 We are all in the business of representation, and because 
representations invariably reflect the nature and purposes of those doing 
the representing, there can never be definitive histories of anything. ' 
Historians, hence, are by their nature revisionists. Their task is as much to 
subvert as to confirm prevailing views - even if these result from earlier 
revisions, and even if the effect of challenging them is to revive still earlier 
orthodoxies.4 

Whether we can revise without reconsidering the labels we have attached 
to one another's work is an interesting question. It is all too easy, in a 
controversial field like Cold War history, to let category shape content. We 
tend to cram each other into tight historiographical boxes like 'orthodoxy', 
'revisionism', 'post-revisionism', 'corporatism', or 'post-modernism', with 
the result that we fail to read one another as carefully as we might. If the 
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28 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

substance of what we are doing is new - and much of it surely is - then 
should not the categories be also? Especially since most of our old ones 
were themselves artifacts of the Cold War, which is to say, they reflected 
the view from inside Groucho's dog? 

It is, I think, no accident that the parable most often associated with the 
end of the Cold War was that of the emperor's new clothes. The premise 
was that a naIve rather than a sophisticated view best detected reality and 
this chapter tests that hypothesis. I've framed it around a set of impressions 
a person from Mars might have - someone with no prior memory or 
knowledge or understanding of the Cold War - if exposed to that subject 
for the first time. I hope thereby to suggest some new approaches and start 
some new arguments; in short, to make a fresh start. 

Doing so by way of the Martians is not as odd as it might seem, for 
many of us encounter their equivalents every day. They are not aliens; they 
are undergraduates.; 

Nai"ve Impression no. 1: The Cold War went onfor a very long time, 
and then all of the sudden it went away 

That seems obvious enough now, but I cannot recall anyone during the 
Cold War who thought it obvious at the time. Wars, hot or cold, do not 
normally end with the abrupt but peaceful collapse of a major antagonist. 
Such an event had to have deep roots, and yet neither our histories nor our 
theories came anywhere close to detecting these. Like Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern, we were missing a lot. 

Nor have we done much better since. We now have several narratives of 
the Cold War from beginning to end; but none that seeks to place that event 
within an interpretive perspective that could explain such an outcome. 
Historians are still at the stage of saying, in effect: 'here's what happened, 
don't push us on why'. The theorists' performance is even less impressive: 
I have the uneasy sense that international relations theory is still being 
taught pretty much as if the Cold War had never ended.7 What would it 
take, then, to achieve an interpretive breakthrough that would account for 
why the Cold War lasted so long but ended so abruptly - and so peacefully? 

It is worth recalling that two of the most striking revolutions in the 
history of science - Darwin's and Einstein's - came with the recognition 
that time and space cannot be separated, that objects and organisms evolve, 
that structures and processes are related to one another. And yet historians 
and theorists of international relations rarely recognize this: historians 
prefer tracing processes while remaining vague about structures; theorists 
describe structures but often fail to place them within the stream of time.x 

Most historians missed, therefore, a significant structural insight from 
neo-Realist theory: that, contrary to what geometry might suggest, bipolar 
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A NAIVE APPROACH TO STUDYING THE COLD WAR 29 

systems tend to be more stable than multipolar systems." Neo-Realists, 
though, found it difficult to explain where bipolarity had come from in the 
first place, and even greater difficulty anticipating what might happen to 
it.}O One group told the story of the Cold War in all of its complexity, but 
when asked how the Cold War functioned as an international system it had 
no answer. The other group concentrated on answering that question, but 
in doing so it treated the Cold War as a static and not an evolving phenom
enon, with the result that a focus on stability obscured the instabilities that 
were rapidly accumulating within the system. 

So why can we not have it both ways? Why can we not devise an approach 
that incorporates both structure and process - that relates space and time 
- in ways that would respect the historians' concern for complexity on the 
one hand while permitting theoretical generalization on the other? 

I think we can, but only if each discipline adjusts. The historians have 
got to back off from their preoccupation with particular trees to look at 
the forest as a whole. If anything, the availability of new documents has 
caused a regression in this regard: we are probably less inclined toward 
large-scale analysis than we were a decade ago. But the theorists will also 
need to reconfigure: they will have to abandon a definition of power that 
accords primacy to military capabilities; they will have to give up their 
insistence on distinguishing sharply between systems-level and unit-level 
phenomena; they will have to jettison the curious belief that there can ever 
be, in this complex and interrelated world, such a thing as an independent 
variable. Apart from God, of course, who does not figure prominently 
within international relations theory. 

It all sounds rather daunting - until one asks how a child might go about 
solving the problem. 'What's it like', he or she would probably ask, 'that I 
already know something about?' NaIve investigators think in terms of 
metaphors: recognizing that something is like something else is how 
learning takes place. So too, interestingly, do far from naIve scientists. 'To 
the imaginative theoretical physicist', John Ziman writes, 

axiomization seems a formal and sterile activity. But there is much 
to be learnt from the mathematical metaphors that are sometimes 
uncovered in this process - that the behavior of an electron in an atom 
is 'like' the vibration of air in a spherical container, or that the ran
dom configuration of the long chain of atoms in a polymer molecule 
is 'like' the motion of a drunkard across a village green.}} 

'[T]he scientist learns to talk and think scientifically', Ziman insists, 'in the 
same way as the infant learns to talk and think about the world of everyday 
reality.'} ) 

These comments struck me with particular force as I was writing the 
conclusion to We Now Know. I was grasping for a way to link the Cold 
War's chronology to its structure. I did not want to claim - because I do 
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30 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

not believe - that the Soviet Union's collapse was predetermined; but it 
seemed equally foolish to suggest that so decisive an event could simply 
have been an accident. As I was pondering this problem, I suddenly found 
myself thinking about a declining dinosaur: From the outside, as rivals 
contemplated its sheer size, tough skin, bristling armament, and aggressive 
posturing, the beast looked sufficiently formidable that none dared tangle 
with it. Appearances deceived, though, for within its digestive, circulatory, 
and respiratory systems were slowly clogging up, and then shutting down. 
There were few external signs of this until the day the creature was found 
with all four feet in the air, still awesome but now bloated, stiff, and quite 
dead. The moral of the fable is that armaments make impressive exo
skeletons, but that a shell alone ensures the survival of no animal and no 
state.11 The image appealed to me because it was neither static nor reduc
tionist. It implied that the power a state can project externally depends 
upon multiple systems working together internally, and that to define 
power - or polarity - in terms of any single capability is to miss most of 
what is actually happening. 

This in turn made me wonder about our old familiar distinction between 
domestic and foreign policy. Do we not need to look at both, recognizing 
that each is connected to the other? Medical treatment, however special
ized it may be, cannot succeed without taking into account the entire 
organism and its surrounding ecosystem. Could it be, then, that physicians 
have as much to teach us as physicists in seeking to understand inter
national systems and the states that function within them? 

We need to find ways, within our histories, to integrate structure and 
process. One way we might do this is to think of great powers as living 
organisms who have to stay healthy while adapting themselves to shifting 
environments. Some manage it, others do not, and it should be quite feas
ible within this framework to devise explanations that would satisfy histor
ians and theorists alike. For the historian, such an ecological approach 
would show interconnecting structures evolving through time, a pattern 
they should certainly find familiar. 14 For the theorists - well, the ones I 
know speak often enough of billiard balls, dominos, bandwagons, rolling 
logs, prisoner's dilemmas, stag hunts, and chickens. I fail to see why my 
metaphorically defunct dinosaur cannot be added to the list. 

NaiVe Impression no. 2: That the 'superpowers', during the Cold War, 
were not all that 'super' 

The term 'superpower', when it came into common usage at the end of 
World War 11,15 reflected what was then seen as a unique circumstance: 
that, at least by traditional standards of measurement, the disparity 
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A NAIVE APPROACH TO STUDYING THE COLD WAR 31 

between the power the United States and the Soviet Union could bring to 
bear, on the one hand, and the power anyone else could wield, on the other, 
was greater than it had ever been in the history of the world. It was taken 
for granted, therefore, that in such a system influence could flow only in 
one direction: from the big powers to smaller ones, from centers to 
peripheries. On this point such radically different theories as Neo-Realism, 
dependency, and world systems could agree l6 - and most early histories of 
the Cold War were written from that perspective as well. 

Long before the Cold War ended, though, there were reasons for 
questioning this assumption. Historians began suggesting that the US and 
Soviet spheres of influence were really latter-day empires; but the history 
of earlier empires had frequently revealed a pattern of peripheries manipu
lating centers rather than the other way around.17 Simultaneously, studies 
on inequality - especially with respect to master-slave relationships and 
the position of women in society - were showing that subordinate groups 
were not always powerless: they could and often did carve out zones of 
autonomy, sometimes even resistance, against those who, to outward 
appearances, controlled their lives. ls The 'new' Cold War history, I think, 
is going to reinforce such arguments, for it is showing that zones of at least 
relative autonomy existed on both sides during that conflict, and that 
smaller powers were often in a position to influence the actions of their 
larger counterparts. 

One way to see this is to consider geography, a neglected dimension of 
Cold War history. We tend to think of the Soviet-US rivalry as a global 
phenomenon, 19 and in a way it was, since the competition took place within 
a much wider space than had earlier epic struggles between, say, Germany 
and France, or England and Spain, or Athens and Sparta. There were 
always regions, however, that the Cold War bypassed. East and Southeast 
Asia did not really get caught up in it until the after Mao Zedong's victory 
in China and the outbreak of the Korean War. The superpower compet
ition had little effect on the Middle East and Latin America until the early 
1950s, and Africa got dragged in only a decade or so after that. Other parts 
of the world always remained more or less apart: India and Indonesia, for 
example. So a simple analysis that asks where the Cold War was taking 
place at particular times suggests that geography itself made zones of 
relative autonomy possible. The superpowers were never super enough to 
operate at full strength everywhere. 

What is more interesting is a growing body of evidence showing that 
even within those countries that were on the 'front lines' the writ of the 
superpowers did not run as large as we had once thought. Geir Lundestad 
showed some time ago that the American sphere of influence in Western 
Europe was not solely the product of Washington's push for it, but rather 
reflected an invitation extended by the Europeans themselves as a counter-
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32 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

balance to the Russians. 20 More recent studies of the structure of the US 
empire in Europe show that European preferences often shaped it - that 
the United States, having been invited in, was not in all respects certain of 
what to do, and often followed the Europeans' lead. 21 

Even more surprisingly, Norman Naimark has now provided powerful 
evidence of disarray within the Soviet occupation zone in Eastern 
Germany, and there are indications of a similar pattern elsewhere in 
Eastern Europe.22 Totalitarian rule, it seems, was not always total: there 
was less autonomy than in the American sphere, but there was enough to 
allow local actors at least some control over what happened, even under 
Stalin. By the time Khrushchev came to power, such satellite leaders as 
Walter Ulbricht and Wladyslaw Gomulka were often in a position to deter
mine the pace if not always the outcome of events.2] And it now appears 
that Brezhnev's suppression of the 'Prague spring' in 1968 - once taken as 
the high point of Moscow's self-confidence about its ability to dominate 
Eastern Europe - in fact provoked doubts within the Kremlin as to whether 
it could ever manage this sort of thing again: doubts confirmed when the 
Politburo decided, prior to the imposition of martial law in Poland in 1981, 
that the Soviet Union could no longer use its own forces to maintain its 
authority in that part of the world.24 

The history of China during the Cold War is one of a secondary 
power maintaining its autonomy throughout that conflict by alternatively 
aligning with and defecting from Soviet and US spheres of influence. 
And both the United States and the Soviet Union found themselves reluc
tantly committed to military adventures in the Third World through the 
actions of clients - whether Chiang Kai-shek, Ho Chi Minh, Ngo Dinh 
Diem, Fidel Castro, or Hafizullah Amin - whom they could not always 
control. 

What many of these episodes have in common is a phenomenon known 
as the 'tyranny of the weak' - the extent to which a big power rivalry can 
enhance rather than diminish the influence of small powers, through their 
ability to threaten defection or collapse. 25 Our understanding of such 
episodes is underdeveloped, though; and not the least of the opportunities 
the 'new' Cold War history provides is that of identifying such zones of 
autonomy, explaining how they evolved, and debating what they meant. 

Nai've Impression no. 3: Not everyone during the Cold War 
thought about things in the same way 

The fact that the Cold War never became a hot war would suggest, at first 
glance, the applicability of a 'rational choice' model for the study of post-
1945 international relations. 26 Certainly I implied that in a short-sighted 
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article published in 1986,21 and not just with respect to the superpowers' 
handling of nuclear weapons, the aspect of the piece that got the most 
attention. The 'long peace' thesis presumed a gradual but broad conver
gence in the thinking of Soviet and American leaders over time: if the Cold 
War had not begun with a common rationality, then at least this had 
evolved over several decades. The struggle would probably end, I predicted, 
on the day when the abnormalities inherent in the Cold War had come to 
be seen, on both sides, as perfectly normal. 

Obviously it would be difficult to reconcile this argument with my dead 
dinosaur metaphor, and I would not want to try. Part of taking responsi
bility for what one has said is acknowledging that some of it may have been 
wrong. I am interested, though, in where a rational-choice approach to 
Cold War history might still make sense - and even more interested in 
where it might not. 

The case for shared rationality rests chiefly on what the great powers did 
with the nuclear weapons they produced and deployed in such vast 
quantities. The fact that nobody used even one against anybody else after 
1945 is remarkable enough, given the number of crises during the Cold 
War that in previous eras might well have produced all-out war. Still more 
impressive is the fact that this tradition of non-use extended over so wide 
an array of political, social, and cultural systems. If the United States, the 
Soviet Union, Great Britain, France, China, India, and Israel could all 
wind up treating nuclear weapons with respect and restraint, then that 
would appear to confirm a robust rationality, capable of overriding strik
ing differences in the ways nations organized themselves. 

This, at least, is how things looked from inside the Cold War, and the 
view from outside has not significantly changed it, at least as far as the 
behavior of national leaders is concerned. 2~ Below that level, however, what 
we are finding is less reassuring. Presumably rational choice models, when 
applied to the actions of states, assume tight command and control: that 
decisions are made at the top by policymakers who have a clear vision of 
expected utility and how to maximize it, and that their subordinates carry 
out those orders. But do they? 

David Rosenberg demonstrated long ago that a considerable gap existed 
between nuclear strategy as articulated and as implemented in the United 
States. To understand what really happened, one had to look at what was 
done with nuclear weapons from the bottom up as well as from the top 
down. 2'l Scott Sagan's more recent work on the Cuban Missile Crisis 
reinforces that argument: he shows that at several points American alert 
procedures could have triggered inadvertent nuclear use without official 
authorization.30 Nor does what we have learned about Soviet nuclear 
weapons in Cuba suggest that command and control procedures were any 
tighter on that side. 31 We know less with respect to the other nuclear powers, 
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declared and undeclared - but enough has surfaced in just the American 
and Soviet cases to raise real concerns about how far assumptions of 
nuclear 'rational choice' ought to go. )) 

What about decisionmaking beyond the realm of nuclear weapons? 
Here the new evidence suggests even stronger grounds for doubting the 
existence of shared rationality. For example, Stalin appears to have gone 
through the entire post-World War II period convinced that the capitalists 
would soon fall out and fight with one another. As a consequence, he 
neglected clear evidence that the Western Europeans and the Americans 
were in fact cooperating to balance against the Soviet Union. )) If a major 
state cannot detect balancing when it is taking place, then that would 
appear to raise serious questions about the extent to which a realist model 
of international relations - which presumes at least a common awareness 
of power balances - can accurately reflect what happened. 

The United States assumed, prior to Chinese intervention in the Korean 
War, that the prospect of heavy casualties would deter Mao from entering 
that conflict. But, although others in his government did worry about this, 
the Chairman himself, it seems, welcomed the prospect of huge casualties 
as a way of legitimizing his revolution.)4 Because standards of rationality 
differed, what Washington intended as a deterrent Beijing took as an 
inducemen t. .15 

Khrushchev appears to have thought that he could threaten repeatedly 
to use nuclear weapons - ultimately even placing them in Cuba - without 
eliciting any comparable American response. Far from operating within a 
'GRIT' or a 'tit-for-tat' negotiating framework/' he favored a strategy of 
'bullying' which he none the less expected would alleviate rather than 
exacerbate Cold War tensions.1J It was a peculiar logic, unique to its origi
nator, which has yet to fit within the standard repertory of conflict
resolution mechanisms. 

The Soviet Union in the post-Khrushchev era repeatedly allowed its 
policy of seeking detente with the United States to be undermined by the 
actions of its clients - the North Vietnamese, the Cubans, the Afghans
because it chose not to disavow revolutionary causes in the Third World, 
even if it had had no hand in proclaiming them . .18 A distant and problem
atic benefit took precedence over immediate and very real costs. 

And it now appears to be the case that the Soviet leadership during 
the early 1980s believed the United States to be on the verge of launching 
a nuclear first strike against it. Whether because of age or fear or panic, 
top Kremlin officials took steps to counter a set of dangers that did not 
exist outside of their own imaginations. The result may have been the second 
most perilous crisis of the Cold War - all the more so for the fact that 
Western leaders did not know, until well into it, that it was even taking 
place. J9 

What each of these situations have in common is a pattern in which a 
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single leader or a small group of advisers decide issues, largely on the basis 
of emotion and without consulting experts. Although democracies are 
hardly immune from such practices (witness the recent NATO expansion 
decision), 40 they do appear to occur more frequently under authoritarian
ism, and for a reason so simple it is easily overlooked. Autocracy involves 
the imposition of a single individual's personality upon an entire state -
whether Stalin, Mao, Khrushchev, Ceaucescu, or Pol Pot. Such states thus 
become, in effect, absolute monarchies:' a form of government most of 
the rest of the world gave up long ago precisely because calculations of 
expected utility by rulers so rarely corresponded with those of the nation 
as a whole. 

If authoritarian structures can produce such 'rationality gaps' within 
states, what do they imply about shared rationality among states? Short
term cooperation is of course possible: collaborating with Stalin to defeat 
Hitler, for example, or Nixon's rapprochement with Mao. But what are the 
prospects for long-term compatibility of the kind that builds stable inter
national relationships? Ought we now to extend the 'democratic peace' 
principle - that democracies do not fight one another'" - to the broader 
proposition that democracies and autocracies view the world so differently 
that only temporary alignments can exist among them? 

Probably that is going too far: it is an occupational hazard in trying to 
construct theory. But the record of the Cold War does, I think, raise 
questions about the relationship between political structure and policy 
rationality. The domestic configuration of states significantly shapes their 
diplomacy; and, because those configurations differed as dramatically as 
they did during the Cold War, we probably ought to be more cautious than 
we have been in assuming that all of that great game's competitors under
stood its rules in just the same way.43 

Nai"ve Impression no. 4: The Cold War had something to do with 
good and evil 

When, in 1983, Ronald Reagan denounced the Soviet Union as the 'focus 
of evil in the modern world', his speech appalled most academic experts 
on the Cold War. It was a striking departure from an official rhetoric, 
extending at least as far back as John F. Kennedy's American university 
address two decades earlier, that had portrayed the USSR as operating 
within the same moral universe as the Western democracies.44 There was, 
in this view, a potentially deadly conflict; but it was being conducted within 
certain tacitly understood rules of the game, one of which was not to raise 
questions of legitimacy.45 Whatever one thought, one did not say. 

It is clear now, though, that citizens of the Soviet Union and its East 
European satellites saw the 'evil empire' speech rather differently. By the 

A NAIVE APPROACH TO STUDYING THE COLD WAR 35 

single leader or a small group of advisers decide issues, largely on the basis 
of emotion and without consulting experts. Although democracies are 
hardly immune from such practices (witness the recent NATO expansion 
decision), 40 they do appear to occur more frequently under authoritarian
ism, and for a reason so simple it is easily overlooked. Autocracy involves 
the imposition of a single individual's personality upon an entire state -
whether Stalin, Mao, Khrushchev, Ceaucescu, or Pol Pot. Such states thus 
become, in effect, absolute monarchies:' a form of government most of 
the rest of the world gave up long ago precisely because calculations of 
expected utility by rulers so rarely corresponded with those of the nation 
as a whole. 

If authoritarian structures can produce such 'rationality gaps' within 
states, what do they imply about shared rationality among states? Short
term cooperation is of course possible: collaborating with Stalin to defeat 
Hitler, for example, or Nixon's rapprochement with Mao. But what are the 
prospects for long-term compatibility of the kind that builds stable inter
national relationships? Ought we now to extend the 'democratic peace' 
principle - that democracies do not fight one another'" - to the broader 
proposition that democracies and autocracies view the world so differently 
that only temporary alignments can exist among them? 

Probably that is going too far: it is an occupational hazard in trying to 
construct theory. But the record of the Cold War does, I think, raise 
questions about the relationship between political structure and policy 
rationality. The domestic configuration of states significantly shapes their 
diplomacy; and, because those configurations differed as dramatically as 
they did during the Cold War, we probably ought to be more cautious than 
we have been in assuming that all of that great game's competitors under
stood its rules in just the same way.43 

Nai"ve Impression no. 4: The Cold War had something to do with 
good and evil 

When, in 1983, Ronald Reagan denounced the Soviet Union as the 'focus 
of evil in the modern world', his speech appalled most academic experts 
on the Cold War. It was a striking departure from an official rhetoric, 
extending at least as far back as John F. Kennedy's American university 
address two decades earlier, that had portrayed the USSR as operating 
within the same moral universe as the Western democracies.44 There was, 
in this view, a potentially deadly conflict; but it was being conducted within 
certain tacitly understood rules of the game, one of which was not to raise 
questions of legitimacy.45 Whatever one thought, one did not say. 

It is clear now, though, that citizens of the Soviet Union and its East 
European satellites saw the 'evil empire' speech rather differently. By the 

Reviewing the Cold War : Approaches, Interpretations, Theory, edited by Odd Arne Westad, Routledge, 2000. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1474928.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 05:28:49.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

0.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



36 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

end of the decade, many of them had come to agree with Reagan that the 
regime under which they lived was, if not evil, then certainly illegitimate.46 

Little in the historical or theoretical literature on the Cold War, even that 
produced during the 1980s, would have alerted one to such an outcome. 
For all his superficiality, Reagan managed to anticipate the course of 
events better than most of us who had spent our lives studying the Soviet
American confrontation. It is worth trying to figure out why this happened. 

The principal reason, I think, is that Cold War scholars so strongly resist 
making moral distinctions. Eyebrows arch, brows furrow, and bodies 
sq uirm when anyone raises the issue of good versus evil. It isn't 'scientific', 
we tell ourselves; it risks introducing bias into our work; it might lead to 
smugness, complacency, even triumphalist self-congratulation.47 

But have historians not always known how difficult it is to be objective 
about anything? 48 Have our post-modernist colleagues not shown all 
generalizations to be socially constructed, save only the one that validates 
their methodology?49 These difficulties do not deter historians from com
mending good or condemning evil when the subject is not the Cold War: 
indeed scholars of race, class, and gender, or slavery, imperialism, and 
genocide, could hardly function without these categories. Nor are they 
absent from the work of historians who seek out the voices of everyday 
life; for among such voices, whether in the modern age or in any other, 
distinctions between good and evil are Ubiquitous. 

What is it, then, that makes the Cold War different? Are we to conclude 
that ordinary people during that conflict did not perceive it in moral 
terms?50 Are we to acknowledge that they did, but that this ought not to 
make any difference in how we retrospectively understand them? There is 
here, I think, confusion about the proper scope and content of inter
national history. If, on the one hand, we confine it to what leaders said and 
did to one another, then it is hard to see how it differs from the old 
diplomatic history most of us have long since rejected. If, on the other 
hand, it expands to take into account masses as well as elites, then it will 
have to grapple with what was in their minds and what determined their 
actions, whether we as historians approve of these or not. 

So what did ordinary people during the Cold War really think? Perhaps 
we should ask them. If we can reconstruct the world of a heretical 
sixteenth-century Italian miller, or of eighteenth-century Parisian cat tor
turers,5l then surely it is not beyond our capabilities to determine how the 
Cold War shaped the fears and hopes of ordinary Poles, Germans, Czechs, 
Chinese, Vietnamese, or Guatemalans. I don't know what the outcome of 
such an investigation would be, but I doubt very much that perceptions of 
good and evil would be missing from it. Structures of government and the 
construction of equity have had a lot to do with one another during the 
Cold War, as they have throughout most of history. 52 We ought not to have 
to rely on Ronald Reagan to remind us of this. 
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Naive Impression no. 5: The Cold War was perhaps not the most important 
thing that happened during the last half of the twentieth century 

I would not want to end without at least a brief speculation about how the 
Cold War may look from the distant future. There is often a gap between 
how contemporaries and subsequent chroniclers see particular ages. 
Standards of significance change, and it would be quite arrogant to assume 
that what we think was important about the Cold War all others will also. 

One possibility, counter-intuitive now but less so with each passing year, 
is that the Cold War will be remembered, not so much as a clash among 
superpowers, but as the point at which the long ascendancy of the state reached 
its peak and began to wane. States have been growing in power since they 
were invented some five centuries ago, and certainly during the first half of 
the twentieth century they were stronger than at any point in their history. 
George Orwell's horrific vision in his book 1984 assumed that this trend 
would continue: his imaginary world was supposed to become our actual world. 

But obviously it did not. Does anyone today see states as anything like 
that powerful? Have not the processes of economic integration and 
political fragmentation - themselves largely set in motion by the Cold War 
- halted and perhaps reversed this steady expansion of state authority?;l 
If that is the case, then what was really important about the Cold War may 
not be what we are currently focusing on. A tectonic analysis of underlying 
long-term trends could reveal a very different picture. 

To see this point, please put up with one more metaphor, this one based 
upon an actual event. The date was 17 October 1989, the Cold War was 
well on the way to ending, and at 5.04 Pacific Daylight Time the Oakland 
Athletics and the San Francisco Giants were about to take the field in 
Candlestick Park to begin the third game of the World Series. Suddenly a 
distant rumbling became a frightening shaking, and the great Lorna Prieta 
earthquake preempted everything planned for that afternoon, as well as 
for some time to come. Television cameras, before being knocked off the 
air, caught the astonishment on the faces of players, fans, and anchor
persons alike as they abruptly acquired yet another Shakespearean insight: 
that there were more things in heaven and earth than had been dreamt of 
- or at least adequately taken into account - in their philosophy.54 

Something equally surprising may have been happening during the Cold 
War - and we have hardly begun to notice. 

Conclusion: mapping history 

I suggested at the outset an analogy between the writing of history and the 
making of maps. Both historians and cartographers represent realities we 
cannot replicate. Both vary scale and content according to need: a world 
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not be what we are currently focusing on. A tectonic analysis of underlying 
long-term trends could reveal a very different picture. 

To see this point, please put up with one more metaphor, this one based 
upon an actual event. The date was 17 October 1989, the Cold War was 
well on the way to ending, and at 5.04 Pacific Daylight Time the Oakland 
Athletics and the San Francisco Giants were about to take the field in 
Candlestick Park to begin the third game of the World Series. Suddenly a 
distant rumbling became a frightening shaking, and the great Lorna Prieta 
earthquake preempted everything planned for that afternoon, as well as 
for some time to come. Television cameras, before being knocked off the 
air, caught the astonishment on the faces of players, fans, and anchor
persons alike as they abruptly acquired yet another Shakespearean insight: 
that there were more things in heaven and earth than had been dreamt of 
- or at least adequately taken into account - in their philosophy.54 

Something equally surprising may have been happening during the Cold 
War - and we have hardly begun to notice. 

Conclusion: mapping history 

I suggested at the outset an analogy between the writing of history and the 
making of maps. Both historians and cartographers represent realities we 
cannot replicate. Both vary scale and content according to need: a world 

Reviewing the Cold War : Approaches, Interpretations, Theory, edited by Odd Arne Westad, Routledge, 2000. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=1474928.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 05:28:49.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

0.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



38 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

map has a different purpose from one intended to identify garbage dumps 
in the US state of Connecticut, just as an introductory history textbook 
differs from an excruciatingly detailed historical monograph. Neither 
maps nor histories are free from ideology: there is often a political reason 
for what is shown, and not shown. We evaluate both according to whether 
they make sense to us: is the representation credible? Is the logic plausible? 
Does the map or the history successfully extend our perceptions beyond 
what we alone can manage, whether across space or time? 

The opening of new archives is like the discovery of a new continent: 
quick impressions yield to more careful revisions, blank spaces get filled 
in, and it takes a while to get an accurate or sophisticated representation 
of what is really there. Throughout this process, we impose a kind of 
interpretive 'grid' upon the new terrain. Rather like surveyors, our pur
poses are both orientation and mastery. 55 It makes quite a difference, 
though, what the units of measurement are. 

Cold War historians are of course free to project, onto the 'new' Cold 
War documentary terrain, old and familiar historiographical categories. 
We know them well, we have long since decided who fits into which ones, 
and they are not apt to rattle our graduate students during their oral 
examinations. They are also likely, however, to reinforce the view many 
outsiders have of our field as one that is stale, boring, and thoroughly 
predictable. 

But what if we should seize the opportunity that lies before us to map 
the new archival continent from some different perspectives? What if we 
recalibrated our surveying instruments so that they could see the Cold War 
in terms of ecology, or autonomy, or rationality, or morality, or tectonics? 
Doing so would not be difficult. All it would take would be an open mind, 
together with a willingness to ask naIve questions. For, as some of our 
colleagues in livelier fields of history have long since discovered, it is from 
these that sophisticated answers most often appear. 

NOTES 

Cold War historians might well regard Tom Stoppard's play, Rosencrantz and 
Guilderstern Are Dead, with a certain shock of recognition. 

2 For the relationship between maps and landscapes, see John Ziman, Reliable 
Knowledge: An Exploration of the Grounds for Belief in Science (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1978), pp. 77-87. 

3 As Ian Lustick has warned his fellow political scientists in 'History, Historiography, 
and Political Science: Multiple Historical Records and the Problem of Selection 
Bias', American Political Science Review, 90 (September, 1996): 605-18. 

4 Anders Stephanson notes, with respect to We Now Know, that 'diplomatic 
historians will find disagreeable Gaddis's return to the perspective of the 1950s'. 
{'Rethinking Cold War History', Review of International Studies (January 1998): 
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120.) But does this mean that viewpoints are invalid for having originated in 
particular decades? 

5 The earliest memory most of my Yale undergraduates have of the Cold War are 
the events surrounding its end: the collapse of the Berlin Wall, and later of the 
Soviet Union itself Most of them would have been from 9 to 14 years old at the 
time. 

6 Examples include: Richard Crockatt, The Fifty Years War.' The United States and 
the Soviet Union in World Politics, 1941-1991 (New York: Routledge, 1995); 1. P. D. 
Dunbabin, The Cold War.' The Great Powers and Their Allies (New York: Longman, 
1994); Ralph B. Levering, The Cold War.' A Post-Cold War History (Arlington 
Heights, IL: Harlan Davidson, 1994); Ronald E. Powaski, The Cold War: The 
United States and the Soviet Union, 1917-1991 (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1998); Martin Walker, The Cold War.' A History (New York: Henry Holt, 1993). 

7 William C. Wohlforth writes in his chapter in this volume that 'there is no 
documented instance of any noted scholar of international relations changing his 
or her view of any theory in response to fresh historical evidence'. 

8 For an excellent if somewhat daunting discussion, see Clayton Roberts, The Logic 
of Historical Explanation (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 1996). 

9 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (New York: Random House, 
1979), pp. 161-93. 

10 For Waltz's flawed predictions, see ibid., pp. 162, 176--83,204--10. On the origins 
of bipolarity, see John Gerard Ruggie, 'Continuity and Transformation in the 
World Polity: Toward a Neorealist Synthesis', in Robert 0. Keohane, ed., Neo
Realism and its Critics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), pp. 131-57. 

11 Ziman, Reliable Knowledge, p. 21. See also the economist Brian Arthur's short 
history of modern science as metaphor, quoted in M. Mitchell Waldrop, 
Complexity: The Emerging Science at the Edge of Order and Chaos (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1992), pp. 327-30. 

12 Ziman, Reliable Knowledge, p. 128. 'Science uses the same mechanisms as in the 
growing child - sensorimotor coordination of observation and experiment, pattern 
recognition and the mental transformation of images, communication with a world 
of "others" and tests to select consensual conceptual schemes - not merely to 
implant this sense of reality into its practitioners but also as a means of acquiring 
uniquely faithful knowledge of the material domain', ibid., p. 137. 

13 We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War History (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997), p. 284. 

14 For a clear description of an ecological approach to history, see Paul W Schroeder, 
The Transformation of European Politics, 1763-1848 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1994), p. viii. 

15 The first use of the term, I believe, occurs in William T. R. Fox's book, The Super
Powers (New York: Harcourt, 1944), although Fox anticipated a tripolar inter
national system with Great Britain a superpower alongside the United States and 
the Soviet Union. 

16 For a convenient overview, see the essays by Ole R. Ho1sti, Thomas 1. McCormick, 
and Louis A. Perez, Jr, in Michael 1. Hogan and Thomas G. Paterson, eds, 
Explaining the History of American Foreign Relations (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1991). 

17 See, for example, Ronald Robinson and John Gallagher, with Alice Denny, Africa 
and the Victorians: The Climax of Imperialism (New York: St Martin's Press, 1961); 
Michael W Doyle, Empires (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986). 

18 Examples from American history include: Kenneth M. Stampp, The Peculiar 
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Institution: Slavery in the Ante-Bellum South (New York: Vintage, 1956); Laurel 
Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwife's Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, Based on Her Diary, 
1875- 1815 (New York: Vintage, 1990); Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore, Gender and Jim 
Crow: Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North Carolina, 1896-1920 
(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1996). 

19 For example, see Gaddis, We Now Know, p. 27. 
20 Geir Lundestad, 'Empire by Invitation? The United States and Western Europe, 

1945-1952', Journal of Peace Research, 23 (September 1986): 263-77. See also 
Lundestad, The American 'Empire' and Other Studies of us Foreign Policy in 
Contemporary Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 31-115. 

21 Such is the argument of William I. Hitchcock, France Restored: Cold War 
Diplomacy and the Quest for Leadership in Europe, 1944-1954 (Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1998). I am also drawing here upon the 
forthcoming dissertation of one of my Ohio University graduate students, 
Alessandro Brogi, which deals with the recovery of self-confidence in France and 
Italy after World War II. 

22 Norman M. Naimark, The Russians in Germany: A History of the Soviet Zone of 
Occupation, 1945-1949 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995). See 
also Vladislav Zubok and Constantine Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin's Cold War.' 
From Stalin to Khrushchev (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 
especially pp. 48-9; and Vojtech Mastny, The Cold War and Soviet Insecurity: The 
Stalin Years (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 19-22. 

23 Gaddis, We Now Know, pp. 129-31, 143-9,209-10. 
24 Matthew 1. Ouimet, 'All That Custom Has Divided: National Interest and the 

Secret Demise of the Brezhnev Doctrine, 1968- 1981 ', PhD Dissertation, University 
of Washington, 1997; also, for a summary of more recent information, Raymond 
L. Garthoff, 'The Conference on Poland, 1980--1982: Internal Crisis, International 
Dimensions', Cold War International History Project Bulletin, 10 (March, 1998): 
229-32. 

25 The classic work here is Robert 0. Keohane, 'The Big Influence of Small Allies', 
Foreign Policy, 2 (Spring, 1971): 161-82. 

26 By 'rational choice', I mean the tendency on the part of nations to maximize the 
expected utility of the actions they take according to shared, not divergent, 
standards. 

27 Gaddis, 'The Long Peace: Elements of Stability in the Postwar International 
System', International Security, 10 (Spring, 1986): 99-142, later reprinted as the 
final chapter in John Lewis Gaddis, The Long Peace: Inquiries into the History of 
the Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987). 

28 John Lewis Gaddis, Philip Gordon, Ernest R. May, and Jonathan Rosenberg, Cold 
War Statesmen Confront the Bomb: Nuclear Diplomacy since 1945 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999) documents this point in detail. 

29 David Alan Rosenberg, 'The Origins of Overkill: Nuclear Weapons and American 
Strategy', in Norman A. Graebner, ed., The National Security: Its Theory and 
Practice, 1945- 1960 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), pp. 123-95. 

30 Scott D. Sagan, The Limits of Safety: Organizations, Accidents, and Nuclear 
Weapons (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993). 

31 Anatoli I. Gribkov and William Y. Smith, Operation ANADYR: US and Soviet 
Generals Recount the Cuban Missile Crisis (Chicago, IL: edition q, 1994), discuss 
these arrangements. See also Gaddis, We Now Know, pp. 274-8. 

32 A point that carries significant implications for those few theorists who continue 
to favor the proliferation of nuclear weapons. The pros and cons are conveniently 
summarized in Scott D. Sagan and Kenneth N. Waltz, The Spread of Nuclear 
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Weapons: A Debate (New York: Norton, 1995). 
33 Gaddis, We Now Know, pp. 195-8. See also William Curti Wohlforth, The Elusive 

Balance: Power and Perceptions during the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1993), pp. 76--7; and Mastny, The Cold War and Soviet Insecurity, 
p.149. 

34 Chen Jian, China's Road to the Korean War.' The Making of the Sino-American 
Confrontation (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994), p. 193; Shu Guang 
Zhang, Mao's Military Romanticism: China and the Korean War, 1950-1953 
(Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 1995), p. 85. 

35 Shu Guang Zhang, Deterrence and Strategic Culture: Chinese-American Confron
tatiom~ 1949-1958 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991), discusses 
differences in Chinese and American conceptions of deterrence. 

36 GRIT is 'Graduated Reciprocation in Tension-Reduction', an idea put forward by 
the psychologist Charles Osgood in 1959. For 'tit-for-tat', see Robert Axelrod, The 
Evolution of Cooperation (New York: Basic Books, 1984). 

37 I have discussed Khrushchev's strategy more fully in We Now Know, pp. 234--44. 
See also Zubok and Pleshakov, Inside the Kremlin's Cold War, pp. 174-209. 

38 The point is made in I1ya V. Gaiduk, The Soviet Union and the Vietnam War 
(Chicago, IL: Ivan R. Dee, 1996); also in Zhai Qiang, Comrades and Adversaries: 
China and the Vietnam Wars, 1950-1975 (forthcoming). 

39 Raymond L. Garthoff, The Great Transformation: American-Soviet Relations and 
the End of the Cold War (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1994), pp. 60-2, 
135-41. See also Beth A. Fischer, The Reagan Reversal: Foreign Policy and the End 
of the Cold War (Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 1997), pp. 122-40. 

40 James N. Goldgeier, 'NATO Expansion: The Anatomy of a Decision', Washington 
Quarterly, 21 (Winter, 1998): 85-102. 

41 Absolute in the sense of monopolizing the policymaking process. As suggested 
above, such states were never absolute in their control over what was happening 
within their boundaries. 

42 See Bruce Russett, Grasping the Democratic Peace: Principles for a Post-Cold War 
World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993). 

43 The tendency to assume shared rationality at the international level is deeply 
rooted. Melvyn Leffier, for example, distinguishes sharply between the Soviet 
Union's domestic and foreign policies. The new documents 'reveal a Soviet system 
as revolting as its worst critics charged long ago'. Nevertheless, 'realpolitik held 
sway in the Kremlin. Ideology played an important role in shaping their 
perceptions, but Soviet leaders were not focused on promoting world revolution. 
They were concerned mostly with configurations of power, with protecting their 
country's immediate periphery, ensuring its security, and preserving their rule.' In 
short, with respect to the outside world, they were normal statesmen. 'Inside Enemy 
Archives', Foreign Affairs, 75 (July/August 1996): 120-35. Similarly, Deborah 
Welch Larson's recently published Anatomy of Mistrust: US-Soviet Relations 
During the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1997), documents 
perceptions of divergent rationality in Moscow and Washington, but it does not 
take up the question of whether at least some of these may have been real. 

44 The Kennedy and Reagan speeches, delivered on 10 June 1963 and 8 March 1983, 
are most easily located in the series Public Papers of the Presidents, at the 
appropriate years. 

45 See, on this point, my own 'long peace' article, which listed as one of those rules 
an acknowledgement of the legitimacy of leadership on both sides Gaddis, The 
Long Peace, p. 243. 

46 David Remnick's Lenin's Tomb: The Last Days of the Soviet Empire (New York: 
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