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Social Science, History, and the Cold War: 
Pushing the Conceptual Envelope 

Richard Ned Lebow 

East-West accommodation and collapse of the Soviet Union have 
prompted a reappraisal of the Cold War. This is a natural response to 
closure; the story line can be interpreted more confidently when the drama 
has run its course. Reevaluation has also been encouraged by a cornucopia 
of documents from the archives of former communist countries, and from 
China, that offer scholars insight into some of the most critical foreign 
policy decisions of the past 50 years. 

The initial products of post-Cold War scholarship are diverse in their 
ambition and accomplishment. They run the gamut from focused mono
graphs to thematic treatments based on case studies to sweeping efforts to 
put the entire Cold War into new perspective. Many of these works rely on 
new evidence, mostly written, but sometimes oral, and have already begun 
to reshape our thinking. My goal here is not to assess the substantive 
contribution of these works - they have been widely reviewed. Rather, I 
want to examine critically the process of historical reevaluation of the Cold 
War, identify some methodological pitfalls, and urge adoption of some 
conceptual tools, not commonly employed by Cold War historians, that 
could facilitate this enterprise. 

Good research starts by identifying important questions or puzzles. I 
contend that Cold War history and international relations theory have 
been surprisingly unreflective about where their questions come from, and 
that this has led to some dead ends in both fields. The search for answers 
has been equally problematic. In Cold War history they most frequently 
take the form of single-case narratives that attribute key decisions or 
events to multiple causes. Failure to rank order these causes and explore 
the relationship between or among them can make such explanations dif
ficult to refute and easy to confirm tautologically. Answers to questions 
require evidence, and I contend that Cold War history has been too 
narrowly based on the written record. Documentary evidence is obviously 
critical, but needs to be augmented - and often corrected - by oral history 
and interviews. 
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lO4 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

There is a widely held view that holds that historians practice narrative
based explanation, and that this is something very different from theory
based explanation.] This is a false distinction. Narratives are compatible 
with and generally rooted in theory, although that theory may not be arti
culated. Historian Edward Ingram observes: 'The historian's description 
is a form of analysis (it explains); likewise, narrative (which has nothing to 
do with chronology) is applied theory, an analytical test of a proposition; 
each presupposes the other and, without the other, neither can be carried 
out.' 2 According to political scientist Jack Levy the difference between 
political science and history 'is not in the use or non-use of theoretical 
concepts and models, but rather in how they use those concepts and in the 
importance they attach to being explicit about their analytic assumptions 
and models'.] Historians attempt to explain the particular, but, to do so, 
they must resort to the general. If even some historical narrative is theory 
driven, and implicitly employs theory to explain, then the historians who 
practice this form of narrative could benefit from a more self-conscious 
approach to method, especially with respect to the construction and 
evaluation of propositions. 

A caveat is in order. Although I use some of the language and concepts 
of neo-positivism, I am not urging historians to become social scientists. 
My chapter is not intended - and I hope, is not read - as an exercise in 
disciplinary imperialism. Elsewhere, I have pleaded with international 
relations theorists to study the methods and findings of Cold War histor
ians.4 Learning in our scholarly neighborhood should be a two-way street. 

Questions 

Graduate education in the social sciences and history privileges expla
nation. Social science students are taught to build and test theories, and 
toward this end they study modeling, game theory, statistics, and other 
forms of data collection and analysis. History students are trained to make 
and evaluate interpretations. They learn languages and archival skills 
essential to using documents on which most historical interpretations are 
based. Graduate education provides students in these disciplines with 
many of the conceptual and research tools they need to answer research 
questions. But little, if any, emphasis is devoted to teaching students how 
to pose the questions that drive their research, or ascertain why they are 
interesting. The result is a haphazard research agenda where questions 
come and go in response to political agendas, intellectual fads, and the 
availability of data. Graduate students and assistant professors choose -
or are often encouraged - to write about whatever is 'hot' in their field to 
increase their chances of getting a job or tenure. 

In a highly constrained market, it is understandable that many graduate 
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SOCIAL SCIENCE, HISTORY, AND THE COLD WAR 105 

students and assistant professors follow the path of least resistance. It is 
more difficult to sympathize with senior colleagues whose research agendas, 
which have the potential to shape entire fields, are driven by questions 
whose value rests on unarticulated and unexamined assumptions. My own 
field of international relations paid a heavy price for this failing. 

For international relations scholars in the 1 980s, the preeminent 
problem in the security subfield was 'the long peace' between the super
powers. Specialists considered it remarkable that the superpowers had 
avoided war, unlike rival hegemons of the past. They were also impressed 
by the seeming durability of superpower spheres of influence. According 
to John Gaddis: 

The very fact that the interim arrangements of 1945 have remained 
largely intact for four decades would have astonished - and quite 
possibly appalled - the statesmen who cobbled them together in the 
hectic months that followed the surrender of Germany and Japan. 5 

The burning question in international political economy was the survival 
of the post-war international economic order despite the seeming decline 
of the United States, the hegemon that had created this order. Some 
political economists were surprised that neither Germany nor Japan had 
attempted to restructure international economic relations to suit their 
respective interests. 6 Both questions assumed that the robustness of the 
political and economic status quo was an extraordinary anomaly that 
required an equally extraordinary explanation.7 

Attempts to explain the unexpected stability of the post-war political 
and economic order, and the controversy these explanations provoked, 
pushed the problem of change out of the pages of the principal journals 
and into the obscurity where it remained until the Berlin Wall was breached. 8 

No major theory of international relations made change its principal focus. 
Even theories that incorporated some concept of change made no attempt 
to specify the conditions under which it would occur.9 In the absence of 
theoretical interest in change, there was no debate about how or why the 
post-war order might evolve or be transformed. Scholars became cor
respondingly insensitive to the prospect that such change could occur. 

In a deeper sense, my field's blindness was attributable to the political 
assumptions that shaped the world view and research agenda of leading 
scholars. The absence of superpower war seemed extraordinary because 
of the widely shared belief that the Soviet Union was an aggressive and 
expansionist adversary; for some, it was the linear descendant of Hitler's 
Germany. If Soviet leaders from Khrushchev on had been regarded as 
fundamentally satisfied with the status quo and concerned less with 
making gains than with avoiding losses - and there is much evidence to 
support this interpretation - the non-occurrence of World War III would 
not have required any extraordinary explanation. 
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106 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

Cold War critics were equally myopic. Those who considered the nuclear 
arms race and its escalatory potential to be the major source of tension in 
East-West relations directed their scholarly attention to the domestic and 
international causes of the arms race and the ways it might be halted or 
stabilized through arms control and security regimes. Once again, there 
was little recognition or study of the possibility that the underlying conflict 
might undergo - or indeed, had already undergone - a profound trans
formation. 

The same bias affected the study of political economy. The reigning 
orthodoxy, imported from classical economics, assumes that states are 
rational and seek to maximize gain. If scholars had started from the 
premise that German and Japanese bankers and industrialists, like their 
counterparts elsewhere in the world's capitalist establishment, were 
anxious above all else to preserve order and predictability - especially in a 
system from which they profited so handsomely - they would not have 
viewed the survival of the post-war international economic framework as 
anomalous. Japanese and Western European efforts to preserve the system 
would have been judged simple common sense. 

Theory is supposed to free scholars from their political, generational, 
and cultural biases. In social science, it often does the reverse. Worse still, 
it confers an aura of scientific legitimacy on subjective political beliefs and 
prejudices. Logical positivism and other unity of science approaches depict 
science as independent of the culture, life experiences, and personalities of 
scientists. io But the ideas that propel science to the next stage of inq uiry 
rarely grow out of existing research. Thomas Kuhn and others have shown 
how revolutions in science are triggered by fundamental shifts in gestalt 
that identify new pro blems and new kinds of solutions to them. ii To explain 
these gestalt shifts - in all scholarly enterprises - one must generally look 
beyond the lab and archive. Research agendas, especially in history and 
social science, reflect political, institutional, and personal agendas. i2 The 
'new international history' is no exception. 

The historiographies of World War I and the Cold War illustrate how 
ideology and current events drive scholarship. The Treaty of Versailles 
justified reparations by holding Germany responsible for war in 1914. The 
German government signed the Treaty, but categorically denied its respon
sibility for the war, and published a selective and carefully edited collection 
of documents to buttress its claim of innocence. Diplomatic history in the 
1920s and 1930s was dominated by the Kriegschuldfrage. Predictably, 
works that upheld the allied position provoked an equal and opposite 
reaction: revisionist scholarship that shifted the mantle of blame on to the 
shoulders of Russia, France, and Britain, and attempted to undercut the 
justification for reparations. Decades later, the Berlin and Cuban Missile 
Crises revived interest in World War I. Concern that World War III might 
arise from miscalculation, accidents, loss of control, or runaway escalation 
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led historians and political scientists to mine the crisis of 1914 for con
temporary policy lessons. Around the same time, historians began to 
reexamine the deeper causes and meaning of World War I, its links to 
World War II, and implications for developments elsewhere in the world. 11 

This process has accelerated since the end of the Cold War. 14 

The historiography of the Cold War underwent a parallel evolution. In 
the 1950s and 1960s, scholarship focused on the question of Cold War 
'guilt'. Conservatives and Cold War liberals blamed Stalin, communism, 
and the Soviet Union. Revisionist scholarship, which began in the 1950s, 
but really flourished a decade later in response to the Vietnam War, held 
capitalism and the United States responsible for the Cold War. The 
collapse of the Soviet Union, and the access this permitted to hitherto 
unavailable documents, have led some anti-Stalinists in the West to claim 
victory. By the 1970s, the question of who started the Cold War had 
become largely passe. In response to detente, students of the Cold War 
shifted their attention to the questions of how a war-threatening conflict 
was gradually transformed into a more stable rivalry. Now that the Cold 
War is over, historians will presumably begin to examine the broader 
meaning of the Cold War, and to do so with an eye on the issues of the 
moment. A case in point is Paul Schroder's recent work, that uses the 
concept of the longue duree to analyze World Wars I and II and the Cold 
War as a part of an iterative cycle of the creation, entrenchment, decline, 
collapse, and reconstitution of legitimate international orders. 15 

Research on World War I and the Cold War shifted in response to 
contemporary political developments. Scholars looked to the past for 
guidance about the present. The answers they found reflected their political 
views and starting assumptions. Neo-positivism and the 'new international 
history' are naive in their belief that anything else is possible. Process, not 
motive, distinguishes good from bad scholarship. 

Process begins with identification of an important question or puzzle. 
These arise when we encounter behavior at odds with our expectations. 
Expectations are always theory-driven; they are based on underlying beliefs 
about how the world works. Sometimes these beliefs are well specified, but 
more often they are unspoken. When we observe a business buy dear and 
sell cheap, or a state attack a more powerful neighbor, we consider the 
behavior anomalous because it appears to violate well-established prin
ciples of economics and international relations. If we dismiss the actors as 
ill-informed, incompetent or crazy, the puzzle disappears, although it may 
give rise to the secondary one of how such people could have achieved 
positions of authority. To make 'sense' of seemingly anomalous behavior, 
that is, to square it with accepted principles without relaxing the 
assumption of rationality, we look for other, situation-specific consider
ations that may have dictated choice and can ultimately be reconciled with 
the principles. A business may sell for a loss if there is a glut on the market 
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108 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

or its managers expect prices to experience a precipitous decline. A weak 
state may attack a strong one if its military has a strategy and tactics they 
expect to negate the adversary's putative advantages. 

There is another possible explanation for anomalous behavior: there 
may be something wrong with the beliefs or principles that make it appear 
anomalous. These beliefs or principles may rest on inappropriate assump
tions, ignore more important determinants of behavior, or have unspeci
fied (or improperly specified) scope conditions. The debate about the end 
of the Cold War is at its core a controversy about the validity of the 
principles that shaped Western understanding of the Soviet Union and its 
foreign policy. Conservatives, including some Realists, insist that the end 
of the Cold War validated their principles; the Soviet Union's decline 
compelled Gorbachev to seek accommodation with the West on unfavor
able terms. Other Realists contend that their principles are valid, but that 
the outcome was anomalous because Gorbachev made serious mis
calculations. Critics of Realism have used the end of the Cold War to argue 
that structure is indeterminate, and that the policy choices are significantly 
shaped by ideas, domestic politics, and the preferences of leaders.16 

Scholars must always remain open to the possibility that there is 
something wrong with their premises. They need to make explicit the 
underlying assumptions that guide their research, and ask themselves what 
kinds of evidence would lead them to question these assumptions. Self
awareness and self-questioning are the most difficult and most neglected 
parts of good process, and, as the following section will argue, two of the 
most essential. 

False confirmation 

Historical debates are most productive when they focus scholarly attention 
on underlying assumptions and principles. It often takes strikingly anom
alous behavior, as in the case of Gorbachev, to spark such a debate. This 
is because of the natural cognitive tendency to assimilate information, even 
when it is disconfirming, to existing beliefs, principles or theories. 17 Moti
vated bias can reinforce this tendency. 18 Scholars who have built careers on 
particular interpretations are generally reluctant to recognize problems 
with those interpretations. When beliefs reflect strong, emotional needs to 
maintain a particular construction of reality, they can be altogether 
impervious to discrepant information. The deterrence debate - for many 
years, a non-debate - gives ample testimony to how cognitive and moti
vational biases can be reinforcing. 

Modern deterrence theory developed in response to the recognition that 
nuclear wars were too destructive to be rational instruments of war, but 
their very destructiveness might be exploited to prevent war. The classic 
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formulation of this paradox is found in Bernard Brodie's 1946 study, The 
Absolute Weapon. 19 In the 'golden age' of deterrence theory, the 1950s and 
1960s, Bernard Brodie, William Kaufmann, and Thomas Schelling 
developed formal models of nuclear deterrence. They argued that it could 
be rational to threaten an irrational act, and explored ways in which 
deterrent and compellent threats of nuclear annihilation might be made 
credible. 20 

Deterrence theory gained widespread acceptance in academe and 
government for intellectual, political, and psychological reasons. Its 
elegance and simplicity appeared to otTer scholars a powerful and widely 
applicable instrument to analyze and predict strategic behavior. For 
policymakers, it held out the prospect of exploiting an unusable weapon 
to achieve political goals. On a deeper level, deterrence was a psychological 
bulwark against nuclear war. If nuclear war could only come about, as 
deterrence theory maintained, because an adversary believed that its 
enemy could not retaliate in kind, war could be prevented by possession 
of a secure second strike capability.21 

Deterrence was confirmed tautologically. The United States buttressed 
its commitments in Berlin (1948-49, 1958-69, 1961), the Taiwan Straits 
(1954, 1958) and other parts of the world when they appeared threatened 
by the Soviet Union or China. When no military challenge occurred, 
politicians and analysts attributed communist. restraint to American 
deterrence. When deterrence failed - the most notable example is the Soviet 
attempt to deploy strategic missiles in Cuba in 1962 - it was also explained 
in terms of deterrence theory. Kennedy administration officials and 
scholars assumed that Khrushchev challenged the United States because 
of the President's youth; lackluster performance at the Bay of Pigs, Berlin 
and Vienna Summit had given him good grounds to question American 
resolve. They attributed Khrushchev's withdrawal of the missiles to 
Kennedy's credible display of military capability and resolve to use force, 
if necessary, to take the missiles out. 22 Deterrence was also given credit for 
the overall absence of nuclear war and the end of the Cold War. The 
conventional wisdom holds that Gorbachev sought an accommodation 
because the Soviet Union could no longer compete economically or 
militarily with the United States. 

Recent evidence from Soviet and Chinese archives otTers little support 
for any of these interpretations. In the Taiwan Straits crisis, the Chinese 
government's goal was to deter Taiwan and the United States from using 
force against the Chinese mainland.23 Khrushchev sent missiles to Cuba, 
not to force a trade-otT in Berlin as the Kennedy administration surmised, 
but to protect Castro from an expected American invasion, otTset US 
strategic superiority, and to get even with the President for deploying 
Jupiter missiles in Turkey. Kennedy had viewed these measures as prudent, 
defensive precautions against perceived Soviet threats. His actions had the 
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unanticipated consequence of convincing Khrushchev of the need to pro
tect the Soviet Union and Cuba from US military and political challenges. 
Khrushchev withdrew the missiles to avoid war, but also because of 
Kennedy's public promise not to invade Cuba and his secret promise to 
withdraw the American missiles in Turkey after a decent interval. 24 

The ultimate irony of nuclear deterrence may be the way in which the 
strategy of deterrence undercut much of the political stability the reality 
of deterrence should have created. The arms buildups, threatening military 
deployments, and the confrontational rhetoric that characterized the 
strategy of deterrence effectively obscured deep-seated, mutual fears of 
war. Fear of nuclear war made leaders inwardly cautious, but their public 
posturing convinced their adversaries that they were aggressive, risk-prone, 
and even irrational. In Cuba, we now know, deterrence provoked the kind 
of behavior it was designed to prevent'5 

The intellectual history of deterrence highlights the disturbing ease with 
which beliefs can become entrenched, and subsequent information 
assimilated to them so the beliefs are confirmed tautologically and increase 
their hold over the scholarly and public mind. Even dramatically discon
firming events - this is how I read the Cuban missile deployment and 
Gorbachev foreign policy revolution - can be explained away by true 
believers. Change, to the extent it occurs, is more likely to be generational; 
younger scholars, responding to novel political situations and intellectual 
currents, adopt new points of view. This is a slow and inefficient process. 
In the twentieth century it has also had disastrous political consequences. 
The hardline deterrence strategy that characterized the American 
approach to the Soviet Union throughout most of the Cold War was a 
response to the failure of appeasement in the 1930s. Appeasement in turn 
was a reaction to the more confrontational policies that were believed to 
have led to World War I. In each conflict, statesmen and generals prepared 
to prevent or fight the previous war. 

Overdetermination 

The late Sir Isaiah Berlin popularized the Greek poet Archilochus's 
distinction between hedgehogs and foxes. 26 Hedgehogs know one big thing, 
know it very well, and succeed by invoking it repeatedly. Foxes know many 
things, are inventive, and tailor their strategies to circumstances. Social 
scientists are more likely to be hedgehogs. Like deterrence theorists, they 
look for parsimonious explanations for seemingly complex events and 
assume that those explanations, and any strategies based on them, will 
be applicable in a wide range of situations. Historians are more likely to 
be foxes. They tend to treat every historical situation as unique, and are 
likely to propose varied and layered explanations on the assumption that 
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complex events have complex causes. Reality, in the words of Melvyn 
Leffler, 'is too complex to be captured by a single theory'. 27 This approach 
has dangers of its own. 

Multiple causation can take two forms. The first, known as over
determination, occurs when several causes are present, anyone of which 
could have produced the observed outcome. The second is when the 
combined effects of two or more causes are necessary to bring about the 
outcome. Historians, like their social scientist colleagues, need to specify 
which use of multiple causation they intend. Historical treatments of the 
Cold War sometimes fail to do this. 

John Gaddis's writings illustrate this problem. In The Long Peace, he 
accepts Kenneth Waltz's contention that bipolarity was the principal 
structural cause of peace, and, Gaddis adds, for the unexpected stability 
of the post-war division of Europe. 28 It was an easy structure to maintain, 
encouraged stable alliances, and reduced the importance of individual 
defections from either alliance system. But Gaddis also contends that 
'what has really made the difference in inducing unaccustomed caution' 
was nuclear deterrence. He then offers a third cause of peace: the 'rules' 
the superpowers evolved to regulate their competition. These rules 
included respect for each other's sphere of influence, a commitment to 
avoid direct military confrontation and to use nuclear weapons only as an 
ultimate resort. 

Waltz distinguished between 'peace' (the absence of superpower war) 
and 'stability' (the endurance of the bipolar system). Gaddis elides the two 
concepts, ruling out the possibility - which came to pass a few years after 
publication of his book - that a bipolar system could be transformed 
without a war between its poles. Gaddis fails to tell us whether any or 
all of his structural and behavioral causes of peace are necessary and 
sufficient. Could peace have been preserved by anyone of them? If not, 
which was (or were) the most important? And what about the relationship 
between these several causes? Surely, bipolarity and nuclear weapons were 
not unrelated; the latter helped to establish the former. Many Realists 
would probably argue that the rules of the road Gaddis finds so important 
were a response to bipolarity or nuclear weapons. 

Gaddis's most recent book, We Now Know: Rethinking Cold War 
History, has the same problem. 29 He attributes the Cold War to Stalin's 
personality and ideology. Gaddis has no doubts about it; Stalin sought a 
Cold War the way 'a fish seeks water'. Stalin also sought to extend Soviet 
territory and territorial control for security reasons. In Eastern Europe, 
where this control was ensured through military occupation and the 
imposition of Soviet-style, puppet governments, Stalin's policy posed a 
direct challenge to Britain and the United States. But what really made the 
Cold War inevitable, Gaddis argues, was the coercive and crude way in 
which Stalin pursued his goals. Churchill, Attlee, Roosevelt, and Truman 

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 05:32:15.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

0.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



112 REVIEWING THE COLD WAR 

had to defend their policies to voters, and Stalin's failure to conform to the 
outward forms of democracy (plebiscites, elections, indirect rule through 
dependent but popularly elected governments) to mask the extension of 
Soviet power made it unacceptable to British and American leaders. 

Following Norman Naimark, Gaddis argues that Stalin's reliance on 
coercion and brutality was a reflection of the political-economic limita
tions of the Soviet system. JO This was most evident in the occupation of 
Germany, where rape and pillage were unconstrained, and whole factories, 
rolling stock, equipment, and scientific personnel were forcibly removed 
to the Soviet Union. The United States was able to exercise influence in 
more subtle and effective ways, and worked collaboratively with elected 
governments. Washington also won the support of Western Europeans by 
providing extensive economic aid and credits for reconstruction. The 
asymmetry in political, administrative and economic resources between 
the superpowers accounted 'more than anything else, for the origins, 
escalation and ultimate outcome of the Cold War'. 

Gaddis also maintains that Stalin's foreign policy was a direct extension 
of his domestic policy, and the overriding goal of both was to intimidate 
or, better yet, eliminate, potential challengers. Cooperation, other than for 
purely tactical reasons, was alien to his nature. This leaves the door open 
to the possibility that another Soviet leader would have pursued a different 
policy in Eastern Europe and the Far East. But elsewhere Gaddis slams 
this door shut with his insistence that Stalin, and other officials, like 
Molotov, were prisoners of Marxist ideology. They believed that sooner or 
later - perhaps in as little as fifteen years - there would be another crisis of 
capitalism that would compel the leading capitalist powers to go to war to 
deflect domestic unrest. The United States would unleash a rearmed Ger
many against the Soviet Union. For protection, Soviet forces needed to 
control Germany and extend their defensive glacis as far West as possible. 

There is an unresolved ambiguity in Gaddis about the Cold War and 
Stalin's relation to it. The regime, personality, and ideological explanations 
for the Cold War point to an underlying defensive motivation: the need to 
expand and assert control to save Stalin and the Soviet Union. But Gaddis 
also advances a more offensive explanation. Stalin wanted to dominate 
Europe, and ultimately the world, but, unlike Hitler, he 'was patient, [and] 
prepared to take as long as necessary to achieve his ambitions'. But in Asia, 
he threw caution to the wind, succumbed to 'ideological euphoria', and 
allowed Kim II-Sung to talk him into an invasion of South Korea. Some 
of these explanations are contradictory, others are related (but that 
relationship is left undefined), others may be epiphenomenal (i.e. caused 
by others), and still others conflate cause and effect. Historians who offer 
multilayered explanations need to identify what kind of multiple causation 
they mean (Gaddis uses both interchangeably), distinguish between 
competing causes (offensive vs defensive goals, and personality vs ideology 
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in the case of Gaddis), and rank order those that could be reinforcing (for 
Gaddis, regime capabilities, ideology, and personality). They also need 
to describe whatever relationships exist between or among these causes. 
Failure to do this makes the overall argument impossible to sustain or 
falsify. 

Counter/actual argument 

Some prominent historians have dismissed counterfactual thought experi
ments as idle parlor games.)1 Counterfactual assumptions nevertheless lie 
at the core of all historical inference.)2 Implicit in every historical 
interpretation is the counterfactual that the outcome would not have occur
red in the absence of the stated cause(s). If the Cold War was Stalin's fault, 
it follows that it would not have happened if a different leader had occupied 
the Kremlin - unless that leader had wanted that conflict for reasons of 
his own. Counterfactuals of this kind most often go unexamined. In the 
Soviet case, one counterfactual has received considerable attention: would 
communism have evolved differently if Lenin had lived longer, or if he had 
been succeeded by someone other than Stalin?)) While this question is 
unanswerable, attempts to address it have usefully focused attention on the 
underlying political assumptions that guide and sustain different argu
ments about the role of Stalin and the nature of the Soviet system, and, in 
doing so, have encouraged a more sophisticated historical debate. 

Counterfactual thought experiments have an important role to play in 
Cold War scholarship. As noted above, they are a useful device for prod
ding historians and political scientists to make explicit the assumptions 
that guide their analysis and interpretations. They are also a useful tool to 
help formulate and specify. John Gaddis alleges that Stalin was responsible 
for the Cold War. If Professor Gaddis had asked himself whether there 
still would have been a Cold War in the absence of Stalin, he would have 
been forced to decide whether Stalin was a necessary and sufficient 
condition for that conflict. Removing Stalin from the scene would also have 
encouraged Gaddis to consider what else about the Soviet Union would 
have been different. Would foreign policy, for example, still have been 
subordinate to domestic policy, or subordinate in the same way? Counter
factual thought experiments of this kind could have helped Gaddis to 
order his explanations and the many links among them. 

Counterfactual thought experiments are useful in attacking other 
explanations. Because every argument has its related counterfactual, critics 
have two strategies open to them: they can try to offer a different and more 
compelling account, or try to show that the outcome in question would 
still have occurred in the absence of the claimed cause(s). John Mueller's 
account of the Cold War is a nice example of the second strategy. In 
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contrast to the conventional wisdom that attributed the 'long peace' 
between the superpowers to nuclear deterrence, he argues that Moscow 
and Washington were restrained by their general satisfaction with the 
status quo, and secondarily, by memories of World War II and the human, 
economic, and social costs of large-scale, conventional warfare. The 
unheralded destructiveness of nuclear weapons was redundant, and 
possibly counterproductive.34 

Because historians typically study single cases, history confronts what 
social scientists call the 'small-n problem'. Single case studies can always 
be challenged as unrepresentative of the phenomenon in question. 
Validation is especially difficult when outcomes are attributed to multiple 
causes. Historians typically attempt to establish causation by process 
tracing. They try to document the links between a stated cause and an 
outcome. This works best at the individual level of analysis, but only when 
there is enough evidence to document the calculations, and the motives 
behind them, of relevant actors. Even when such evidence is available, it 
may not permit historians to determine the relative weight of the several 
causes alleged to be at work, and which, if any, might have produced the 
outcome in the absence of the others. 

Historians who focus on the behavior of actors generally want to under
stand it in a broader, political, economic, or social context. They often 
posit underlying explanations for their behavior or for the frames of 
reference they used to identify problems and appropriate responses to 
them. Gaddis, as we have noted, believes bipolarity, nuclear deterrence, 
and the division of Europe were underlying causes of superpower restraint. 
The evidence for these or any other set of deeper causes is usually circum
stantial; documents rarely show the extent to which they were responsible 
for the behavior in question. When the actor is a group, elite, bureaucracy, 
or mass movement, the influence of ideas, structures, and institutions are 
that much harder to track. 

To sustain causal inference it is generally necessary to engage in 
comparative analysis. Within the single-case format - the most common 
kind of historical scholarship - comparative analysis can take two forms: 
intra-case comparison and counterfactual analysis. Intra-case comparison 
breaks down a case into a series of similar interactions that are treated as 
separate and independent cases for purposes of analysis. Numerous studies 
of arms control and superpower crises have made use of this technique.'s 
Like any form of comparative analysis, intra-case comparisons try to show 
as much variation as possible on dependent (what is to be explained) and 
independent (the expalans) variables. This is sometimes more difficult to 
do than in cross-case comparisons. It is also more difficult to establish the 
independence of cases, as the process and outcome of each case is more 
likely to influence policy in the next case than it would in cases involving 
different policymaking elites in different countries. But intra-case 
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comparison confers a singular benefit: it builds variation within a funda
mentally similar political and cultural context, controlling better than inter
case comparison for many factors that may be important but unrecognized. 

Counterfactual analysis introduces variation through thought experi
ments that add or subtract contextual factors or possible causes, and ask 
how this would have influenced the outcome. 36 Thought experiments allow 
researchers to build in the kinds of controls normally achieved only in a 
laboratory. They suffer from the obvious drawback that it is generally 
impossible to know with any certainty the consequences of variation 
introduced by the experimenter. This uncertainty increases dramatically 
when the experimenter considers second- and third-level consequences of 
the counterfactual. Suppose we postulate that Archduke Franz Ferdinand 
was not assassinated in June 1914. This counterfactual involves a minimal 
rewrite of history; if the carriage carrying the Archduke and his wife had 
not made a wrong turn, Prinzip would not have had a second opportunity 
to toss his bomb. Deprived of the pretense provided by the assassination, 
it seems highly unlikely that Austria -Hungary would have presented Serbia 
with an ultimatum and have gone to war when it was rejected. World War 
I would have been averted, at least temporarily. What would have happened 
next is very hard to say. 

The speculative nature of counterfactual thought experiments makes 
many historians wary of them. But counterfactual analysis does not always 
have to be as speculative as the possible, longer-term consequences of the 
survival of Archduke Franz Ferdinand. Deterrence offers a nice counter
example. One of the principal policy 'lessons' of the 1930s is that appease
ment whets the appetites of dictators whereas military capability and 
resolve is likely to restrain them. The failure of appeasement in the 1930s 
is readily apparent, but the putative efficacy of deterrence rests on the 
counterfactual that Hitler could have been restrained by France and 
Britain if they had credibly demonstrated willingness to go to war in 
defense of the status quo. German documents make this possibility an 
eminently researchable question, and historians have used these docu
ments to try to determine at what point Hitler was no longer deterrable.17 
Their findings have important implications for any assessment of French 
and British policy and the broader claims made for deterrence. 

The Cuban Missile Crisis is another evidence-rich environment in which 
to study counterfactuals. Key policy choices, for example, Khrushchev's 
decision to send and remove missiles from Cuba, and Kennedy's decision 
to impose a blockade - and subsequent scholarly analyses - were both 
contingent upon hypothetical antecedents. Kennedy believed, incorrectly, 
that Khrushchev sent missiles because he doubted his resolve, and would 
not have sent them if he had taken a stronger stand at the Bay of Pigs and 
in Berlin. He reasoned that he had to prevent the installation of the missiles 
to convince Khrushchev of his resolve and deter a subsequent and more 
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serious challenge to Berlin. Such counterfactuals are revealing in and of 
themselves; they indicate the underlying assumptions about international 
relations and adversarial goals that policymakers and scholars brought to 
the crisis. Recent evidence, written and oral, from Soviet and American 
archives and former officials, makes it possible to explore the validity of 
many of these counterfactuals.38 

Even when counterfactuals are speculative, the difference between them 
and 'normal' history is a matter of degree, not of kind. Documents are 
rarely 'smoking guns' that allow researchers to establish motives or causes 
beyond a reasonable doubt. Historical argument is usually built on a chain 
of inference that uses documents or other empirical evidence as anchor 
points. Other historians evaluate these arguments on the quality and rele
vance of the evidence, the logic and propriety of the inferences based on 
it, and the extent to which that evidence permits or constrains alternative 
interpretations. Evaluation will also be influenced by the appeal of the 
underlying, and generally unstated, political and behavioral 'principles' in 
which the inferences are rooted. 

Counterfactual thought experiments are fundamentally similar to histor
ical reconstruction. Suppose we attempted to evaluate the importance 
of Mikhail Gorbachev for the end of the Cold War by considering the 
likely consequences for Soviet foreign policy of Andropov's survival or 
Chernenko's replacement by someone other than Gorbachev.)9 To do 
this, we would have to study the career and policies of Andropov or an 
alternative successor to Chernenko (Grishin, Romanov, Ligachev?), and 
infer their policies on the basis of their past preferences and commitments, 
the political environment in 1986, and the general domestic and foreign 
situation of the Soviet Union. There is a lot of documentary evidence 
relevant to all three questions, evidence that sustains informed arguments 
about the kind of foreign policies any of these leaders might have pursued. 
Of course, random events, like Mathias Rust's Cessna flight to Red Square, 
can have significant influence on policy, and these events, by definition, 
cannot be predicted. In the final analysis, counterfactual arguments, like 
any other historical argument, are only as compelling as the logic and 
'evidence' offered by the researcher to substantiate the link between the 
proposed alteration of history and its expected consequence.40 

Oral evidence 

Because many important Chinese and Soviet documents still remain 
classified, Western students of Soviet foreign policy are often forced to rely 
on the oral testimony of former officials to reconstruct critical decisions. 
Some scholars question the value of history constructed on the basis of 
what they describe as hearsay. Others contend that oral history is a poor 
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substitute for written sources and contemporary documents. 41 Oral history 
is rarely intended as a substitute for documents, but rather as a supplement 
to them. Discussion with former officials can help identify the existence of 
new documents that may prove critical. It can put existing documents in 
an appropriate context. Historical accounts based solely on written docu
ments can be as incomplete and misleading as accounts derived entirely 
from interviews. 

In the last decade, thousands of documents pertinent to the Cuban 
Missile Crisis have been declassified. On the American side, some of these 
documents, especially the transcripts of the secret Ex Comm tapes, are of 
enormous importance. These documents do not reveal that behind the 
back of his Ex Comm, President Kennedy engaged in back channel 
negotiations with Khrushchev, made a secret concession on the Jupiter 
missiles in Turkey, and was willing to make a further concession if it was 
necessary to resolve the crisis. All of this information comes from 
revelations of former Kennedy administration officials. As they tell it, 
President Kennedy struggled to find the political room to reconcile the 
competing demands of foreign and domestic policy. He consequently kept 
some of his actions and decisions secret not only from the public but from 
many top government officials. He deliberately misled some of his most 
trusted officials and advisers like Dean Rusk to protect them and himself 
from subsequent Congressional inquiries. A history of American policy in 
the crisis based solely on documents would be very misleading.42 

The same is true on the Soviet side. The most recent account of Soviet 
policy in the crisis, by Fursenko and Naftali, makes the most extensive 
use of Soviet documents. Those documents say nothing directly about 
Khrushchev's motives for sending missiles to Cuba or his reasons for 
removing them. Nor do they shed new light on other key Khrushchev crisis 
initiatives, including the second, Saturday message that so baffied the 
President and his Ex Comm.43 Khrushchev's motives, like Kennedy's, need 
to be inferred from the context, and his off-the-record comments to close 
advisers and others. 

Is the missile crisis unique? I think not. Extraordinary secrecy also 
surrounded the Bay of Pigs invasion. Within the CIA, the Deputy Director 
of Intelligence and his directorate were not informed of the operation.44 

Secretary of State Dean Rusk remembers that he was not allowed to 
consult the Department's Bureau of Intelligence and Research, and that 
they almost certainly would have provided him with a critical evaluation. 
He was also prohibited from discussing the operation with senior officials 
at the State Department. This secrecy, Rusk insists, 'made it very difficult 
for historians to reconstruct the Bay of Pigs operation, particularly its 
planning, because very little was put on paper. Dulles, Bissell, and others 
proposing the operation briefed us orally.' The written records do not 
include the substance of these conversations.45 
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American policy during the 1973 Middle East war provides another 
example. None of the imperatives for secrecy at work in Cuba or the Bay 
of Pigs was present in this case. Even so, the documents, when released, 
will be misleading. Henry Kissinger frequently had different versions of 
documents prepared for different audiences and rarely put anything on 
record from his extensive back channel discussions. Future scholars, 
Kissinger noted, will have 'no criteria for determining which documents 
were produced to provide an alibi and which genuinely guided decisions'.46 
The documentary record is not only misleading but incomplete. As in the 
missile crisis, the most important decisions grew out of informal 
conversations among officials that were not recorded. 

We must remain wary of interpretations of Cold War decisions and 
policies based largely, or entirely, on the written record. Archival research 
must be augmented by oral history. Interviews with former officials can 
help put documents in context, glean insights into the motives of actors 
and ferret out secret understandings. In this connection, conferences that 
bring diverse policymakers together and encourage interaction among 
them are especially helpful. Experience indicates that these conferences are 
most likely to be productive when discussion is guided by relevant docu
ments, made available beforehand to all the participants. The documents 
can be used to refresh the memories of the participants and focus their 
attention on interpretative controversies or empirical lacunae surrounding 
critical decisions. 

History and social science 

My arguments have borrowed heavily from neo-positivist epistemology. I 
have not spoken of prediction - the holy grail of neo-positivism - because 
I think predictive theories are impossible in international relations and 
most other domains of social inquiry. I have assumed that explanation -
identification of the causal mechanisms responsible for given outcomes -
is a more realistic goal, and one to which many historians aspire. Studies 
of the Cold War that seek to explain its origins, dynamics, evolution, 
termination, or relationship to other conflicts, indicate this commitment. 
Many of these studies reflect a 'soft' positivist epistemology, and can 
accordingly be evaluated in terms of neo-positivist protocols for hypoth
esis construction and testing. 

Positivism, in its 'hard' and 'soft' formulations, is rooted in an ontology 
that assumes that reality has an objective existence that is outside and 
independent of the language and conceptual categories used to describe 
and analyze it. This assumption, and positivism more generally, has come 
under increasing attack in the social sciences. The principal alternative in 
international relations theory, 'Constructivism', is very much in 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 05:32:15.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

0.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



SOCIAL SCIENCE, HISTORY, AND THE COLD WAR 119 

interpretivist tradition. Like other interpretivist approaches, it assumes 
that reason and irrationality are constitutive of actors and the societies in 
which they are embedded. Constructivists emphasize the inter-subjective 
understandings actors have of themselves, other actors, and their relation
ships with these actors. Constructivist research suggests that categories of 
analysis used by international relations scholars often bear little relation
ship to the categories actors themselves use to frame problems, evaluate 
their interests, make policy, and draw lessons.47 

For interpretivists, empathetic understanding from inside (Verstehen) 
not explanation (Erkliiren) is the goal of scholarly inquiry. The purpose 
of scholarship is to help us understand our lives, individually and collec
tively. History is a repository of human experience that each generation 
examines anew from the perspective of its own experience and concerns. 
There is no one correct way of framing or analyzing a problem, but 
multiple interpretations that generate different and often equally valuable 
insights. Interpretivist scholarship also aspires to high professional 
standards. It can be evaluated by the quality of its narrative. Does it pro
vide a coherent explanation that makes sense of the empirical evidence in 
terms of the subjective understandings relevant actors have of this 
evidence, of themselves, and of the social context in which they operate? 
Other accounts may also 'fit' the evidence, and competing accounts should 
be evaluated on the basis of their 'generative' properties. Do they highlight 
and draw attention to hitherto unknown or neglected processes, turning 
points, and collective understandings that raise interesting questions and 
prompt research into them? A research agenda may succeed in redefining 
in fundamental ways our conception of the Cold War. 

Neo-positivist and interpretivist epistemologies are both relevant to the 
study of the Cold War. On the whole, neo-positivism is most appropriate 
to the 'smaller' questions, by which I mean those internal to the phenom
enon under study. In the case of the Cold War, this would include its 
origins, dynamics, and outcome. Historical analyses of such questions 
typically aim at 'explanation', and mobilize evidence to document and 
justify their arguments. At least implicitly, their authors acknowledge that 
their arguments can be rejected if better and contradictory evidence 
emerges or if more persuasive interpretations are put forward. Theoretical 
work in international relations on these questions has been overwhelm
ingly neo-positivist in orientation, although there is a growing corpus of 
interpretivist research that examines such questions as the emergence of 
norms of non-use of chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons, the roots 
of Gorbachev's foreign-policy revolution, and the transformation of the 
conflictual Soviet-American relationship into a more cooperative Russo
American one.48 

The interpretivist perspective is most appropriate to 'bigger' questions 
that attempt to understand a phenomenon in a broader, external context. 
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Such interpretations also rely on evidence, but do not rely on it to persuade. 
It is more often used to illustrate the value of a particular frame of 
reference for providing insights and understanding. In history, the inter
pretative research has always been common, and, presumably, more 
interpretative studies of the Cold War will now appear as that phenom
enon has itself become history. 

The ongoing epistemological debate in international relations theory 
has important implications for the relationship between international 
relations and history. For most of the Cold War, the international relations 
literature was Realist and neo-positivist, while Cold War history ran the 
gamut from interpretivist to neo-positivist. These epistemological differ
ences made dialogue difficult; the only real conversations were between 
realists in both disciplines, and between diplomatic historians and the 
small community of interpretivist political scientists who used primary 
historical sources to reconstruct events from the perspectives of the actors 
involved. Jack Levy argues that the prospect for dialogue is diminishing 
because of the 'revival of narrative' and the 'linguistic turn' in history, and 
the further spread of quantitative methods and game theory in inter
national relations.49 This is an unduly pessimistic view. If interpretivism 
makes more headway in political science, and if historians become self
conscious and sophisticated in their research strategies, we might move 
closer together and transcend our disciplinary Cold War. 
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