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Richard K. Herrmann

Introduction

Conflicts in the Third World were an important part of the Cold War. Although
Moscow and Washington were involved in many regional conflicts, three took
on special importance near the end of the Cold War: (1) the civil war in Angola;
(2) the anti-Somoza revolution and subsequent Sandinista takeover in
Nicaragua; and (3) the coup d’etat and revolution imposed from above in Af-
ghanistan that led to the Soviet invasion and occupation.

In this chapter, we examine the Soviet and American withdrawal from these
three conflicts as turning points in the end of the Cold War. The chapter begins
with a discussion of why withdrawal from these regional conflicts should be seen
as a turning point and what sort of turning point. It then includes a brief his-
tory of Soviet and American policy in each case. The later part of the chapter
deals with the question of why these changes occurred.

Part 1: Regional Conflicts as Turning Points

Finding a way to end Soviet-American competition in regional conflicts was a
necessary step toward the end of the Cold War. It did not represent irreversible
material change but made change in other areas easier. Conservatives in Amer-
ica saw Moscow’s involvement in these conflicts as a litmus test of Gorbachev’s
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intentions. Secretary of State James Baker identified these conflicts as the criti-
cal proving ground for Soviet new thinking.1 He gave regional conflicts the pri-
ority in Soviet-American relations that had traditionally been reserved for arms
control.2 Regional conflicts became the leading edge in the relationship both be-
cause of the domestic importance they played in conservative Republican circles
(Baker had to make progress in these political issues if progress was to be
achieved elsewhere) and because the bureaucratic obstacles to innovation in pol-
icy in these areas, while serious, were not nearly as substantial as the institu-
tionalized bureaucratic interests connected to arms control. Baker argued that
these conflicts involved interests and commitments that were important enough
to signal meaningful change, but, at the same time, sufficiently removed from
vital security matters that compromise would not put national security at risk
for either superpower. They also would not evoke such fierce bureaucratic in-
fighting in Moscow or Washington that progress would be stifled for sure.

Afghanistan was an issue Gorbachev had to deal with for both domestic and
international reasons. The occupation of Afghanistan had crippled Soviet for-
eign policy, and getting free of this albatross was essential for Gorbachev,
whether he wanted to compete aggressively against the United States or seek a
rapprochement with it. If he wanted to persuade China to balance with Moscow
against Washington, Gorbachev had to get out of Afghanistan. To join forces
with anti-U. S. sentiment in the Arab and Moslem world and to improve Soviet
relations with Western Europe, he had to do the same thing. At the same time,
if Gorbachev could couple a Soviet pullback with an American exit from the
Afghan conflict as well, then he could answer his conservative critics at home
who pointed to Washington’s “neoglobalism” as a reason that it was too danger-
ous to pursue domestic reform.

Regional conflicts as theaters of hot confrontation were both causes of the
Cold War and partly the consequences of the superpower competition. Regional
conflicts typically had indigenous roots unrelated to either superpower, but once
a conflict began, the superpowers read important strategic consequences into it.
Often the material interests at stake in a specific conflict were marginal, but the
symbolic importance of success as an indicator of will and resolve were taken to
be almost vital.3 At the height of the Cold War almost any regional conflict
could be pictured in East-West terms in Moscow and Washington. Leaders of
both superpowers more often than not knew rather little about the complicated
regional scene and array of local actors, and organized their thinking in bipolar
ideological terms: whether regional actors were democrats or communists in
substantive terms, was less important than whether they were deemed pro-
American or pro-Soviet.

The importance of the symbolic meaning attributed to these conflicts com-
pared to their material impact on intrinsic strategic interests is seen most clearly
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when we recognize that at the point of Soviet and American withdrawal in two
of the three cases considered here, the conflict was far from settled. In both Af-
ghanistan and Angola, fighting continued with horrendously bloody episodes
well after the Soviets and Americans decided to leave. In Nicaragua, the subse-
quent course was more peaceful but still difficult. And beyond these conflicts
there were many others, some erupting as the Cold War waned. Wars in both
the Persian Gulf and former Yugoslavia had been favorite scenarios around
which people during the Cold War forecast the outbreak of World War III.
When these wars occurred in 1990–91, prevailing leaders in neither Washing-
ton nor Moscow saw them as East-West contests. This reflects the change in the
strategic relationship that by then had occurred, but it also highlights the role
reconceptualizing regional conflicts played as the Cold War ended. Had the
United States and the Soviet Union not changed their ideas about the meaning
of regional conflicts, they may well have read the Cold War into the host of on-
going regional conflicts and found plenty of fuel to keep the Cold War alive.

Before discussing what lessons leaders in the superpowers learned and why
they decided to reduce their competition in regional conflicts, it is necessary to
outline briefly the course of events that unfolded in these contests.

Part 2: The Turning Point in 
Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua

All three conflicts discussed here entered a violent phase in the 1970s that lasted
throughout the 1980s. Angola’s civil war erupted in 1975 on the heels of the
Portugese decision to grant independence to its colony.4 Three major Angolan
groups sought control. To advance their causes they sought support from the
outside world, finding aid in Moscow, Havana, Washington, and Beijing.

In Afghanistan, an April 1978 coup d’etat overthrew the traditional monar-
chy and began a revolution from above that provoked fierce resistance.5 The rev-
olutionary regime sought support from Moscow. The resistance turned to
Pakistan and the United States. By December 1979, the Soviet Union had a sub-
stantial investment in the revolutionary regime but little to show for it. The rev-
olutionary leadership was out of Moscow’s control and pursuing radical change
that could not be sustained. The Soviet Union invaded in December 1979, put
a new revolutionary leader in power, and announced that it would not allow the
United States and Pakistan to take advantage of the instability on its southern
periphery.6 In retaliation, Washington imposed economic sanctions on the So-
viet Union, accelerated the development of forces that could rapidly be deployed
to the Middle East, and gave arms to the Afghan mujahedeen.7

At the same time political forces in Nicaragua were threatening to destabilize
Washington’s long-time ally Anastasio Somoza. In the late spring of 1979, Somoza
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faced imminent defeat.8 Although Washington considered intervening, President
Carter decided otherwise.9 On June 19, the Sandinistas took power.

In all three cases the main engine of change came from domestic forces. Local
players sought support from the superpowers which gave it largely to forestall
the geopolitical gains they thought the other superpower would accrue from the
regional development. The competitive interference continued until 1988,
when Soviet-American agreements to disengage from these contests began to
take shape. The superpowers’ exit took time, proceeding in stages through the
end of 1991. It is important to note some of the specific milestones in each case.

Afghanistan

Change came first in Afghanistan. In April 1985 Mikhail Gorbachev initiated
an internal review of Moscow’s Afghan policy.10 Although he continued a tough
rhetorical policy and offensive battlefield operations, by spring 1986 the com-
bat role of Soviet troops declined as Moscow shifted more of the fighting to
Afghan units. In July 1986, Gorbachev announced that Moscow would initiate
a partial withdrawal from Afghanistan, including six Soviet regiments. He also
pressed the regime in Kabul to consider new ways to co-opt and compromise
with the opposition.11 When Afghan leader Babrak Kamal refused to follow this
course, the head of the KGB, Vladimir Kryuchkov, visited Kabul and in May
1986 Kamal was replaced by Najib.12 In January 1987 Najib announced a plan
for national reconciliation and included an announcement of a cease fire, a call
for a coalition government, amnesty for detainees, and a linkage between Soviet
withdrawal and an end to “international interference.”

During this period, the Reagan Administration increased U.S. support for
the mujahadeen. In 1980, the CIA spent $30 million providing weapons to the
Afghan resistance.13 This program increased to $50 million in 1981 and con-
tinued at roughly this level until 1984, when the United States allocated $120
million to the program and doubled this to $250 million in 1985. The supplies
nearly doubled again to $470 million in 1986 and rose to $630 million in
1987.14 In February 1986, the United States decided to provide Stinger anti-air-
craft missiles. These missiles were used on the battlefield beginning in Septem-
ber 1986 and were delivered in substantial number to the mujahadeen in
mid-1987.15

In April 1988 Gorbachev traveled to Kabul to insure that Najib would sign
the UN-mediated Geneva Accords. These accords, signed by Washington and
Moscow on April 14, 1988, called for the complete withdrawal of Soviet troops
by February 15, 1989, and outlined a cutoff in arms supply by both sides. Gor-
bachev insisted at the December 1987 summit in Washington that U.S. aid to
the mujahedeen cease with the signing of the accords. The Reagan Administra-
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tion did not accept this idea and in a side letter to the accord said it would con-
tinue to provide arms.16 This resulted in both Moscow and Washington contin-
uing to provide military assistance to the warring parties in Afghanistan. An
agreement to halt deliveries from both sides was not achieved until September
1991 and the cutoff did not begin until January 1992. At that time, Najib was
still in power. His regime collapsed in April 1992. An Afghan interim govern-
ment fought to take power in 1992 but never secured stable control. The coun-
try’s civil war continued.17

Angola

Only eight months after the Geneva Accords were signed, an important accord
was agreed to regarding Angola. The Brazzaville Protocol, signed by South
Africa, Cuba, and Angola in December 1988, codified South Africa’s agreement
to grant Namibia independence by November 1, 1989, and Cuba’s agreement
to withdraw its forces from Angola over 27 months.18 Both the United States
and the Soviet Union continued to provide military assistance to competing
forces in Angola, and, as in Afghanistan, continued this policy into 1991. On
May 31, 1991, the primary warring groups in Angola, the forces of the MPLA-
led government and the forces of UNITA’s opposition, agreed to the Bicesse
Peace Accords, which called for a cease-fire.19 It included an attachment spelling
out fundamental principles, which included UNITA’s recognition of the MPLA
as the government until elections could be held. It also included an additional
protocol spelling out the rules for elections to be held between September 1 and
November 30, 1992. The May 1991 accords also called for the end of Soviet and
American military supply.

By the time the Bicesse Accords were signed, Angolans had been at war for
more than 15 years. Fighting had begun between the MPLA, UNITA, and the
FNLA in March 1975. Before the year was out, Cuban advisors were assisting
the MPLA, covert U.S. military assistance was flowing to the FNLA, and South
Africa was intervening with forces from the South.20

In 1983, with United Nations Security Council prodding, South Africa and
Angola agreed to the Lusaka Accords, agreeing that South African forces would
withdraw from Angola in return for Angola’s constraint of the South West Africa
People’s Organization (SWAPO) in Namibia. By this time, negotiators had also
hit on a formula that linked South African withdrawal from Namibia with
Cuban withdrawal from Angola, but as mentioned above, achieving agreement
on this took until December 1988.

In the meantime there was a lot of fighting. The Reagan administration suc-
ceeded in July 1985 in repealing the Clark Amendment, which had barred U.S.
military assistance since December 1975. Jonas Savimbi, the leader of UNITA,
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arrived in Washington in January 1986.21 By summer, the United States had de-
livered $15 million in military assistance—including Stinger anti-aircraft mis-
siles to UNITA. It delivered another $15 million in 1987 and by 1991 had
delivered $250 million total.22 During this time fighting escalated on the
ground in Angola. The MPLA launched a major offensive on UNITA strong-
holds in July 1985, drawing in response the largest South African intervention
since 1975. In August 1987 the MPLA attacked again, this time with Soviet
General Konstantin Shagnovitch helping to coordinate the battle plan and So-
viet advisors as well as Cuban troops taking part.23 Again, UNITA was rescued
by South African intervention, but this time South Africa went on the offensive,
driving MPLA forces back and laying siege to Cuita Cuanavale.

If South Africa hoped for a quick and decisive victory, it did not get it. The
battle raged on and eventually MPLA forces supplied with advanced Soviet air-
craft and backed by Cuban pilots and a Cuban expeditionary force compelled a
South African retreat. The Cuban force marched to the Angolan-Namibian bor-
der and threatened South African troops still pulling back as well as South
African forces in Namibia. In August 1988, South Africa agreed to allow the im-
plementation of UN Resolution 435 calling for the independence of Namibia.
In return it demanded the withdrawal of Cuban forces from Angola. This is
what was accomplished in the Brazzaville Protocol signed in December 1988.
The war between UNITA and MPLA would continue, as would U. S. and So-
viet military deliveries.

In June 1989 at Gbadolite, Angolan president Jose Eduardo dos Santos agreed
to a cease- fire with Jonas Savimbi. It did not hold and fierce fighting continued.
With substantial U.S. and Soviet encouragement, however, talks between the
MPLA and UNITA continued in Portugal and after six rounds and almost an-
other year the Bicesse Accords were agreed upon in May 1991 setting up an elec-
tion plan. Elections were held the last two days of September 1992. The MPLA
won 54 percent of the vote, UNITA had 34 percent. Dos Santos won 49.6 per-
cent of the votes for president compared to 40.7 percent for Savimbi. The called-
for second round of elections, to see which presidential candidate could win 50
percent or more of the vote, never took place. Savimbi and UNITA rejected the
electoral results and the country returned to full-scale civil war.24 Although the
United States and the Soviet Union were out of the conflict, between October
1992 and late 1994 another 300,000 Angolans lost their lives.25

Nicaragua

After the 1979 revolution in Nicaragua, the United States pledged nonaggres-
sion and the Sandinista government pledged to limit their military buildup and
not to assist the guerillas in El Salvador. The Carter administration suspended
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aid to Nicaragua, alleging that the Sandinista government was sending supplies
to El Salvadorian rebels. It used the possibility of resuming aid as a lever in talks
with Nicaragua. When the Reagan administration took office in 1981, U.S. pol-
icy moved in a decidedly tougher direction. The aid program was terminated in
April 1981 and in November the NSC issued Directive 17, providing secret
funding for an anti-Sandinista force with $19 million committed to establish a
500-man force.26 The Contras, as they came to be known, began to carry out
attacks in Nicaragua in March 1982.

Reversing the communist success in Nicaragua was a centerpiece of the con-
servative ideology in far-right Republican circles.27 President Reagan in his first
two years in office gave more speeches on Central America and the communist
threat there, than on any other foreign policy issue. Despite the President’s ef-
forts, he could not persuade a majority in Congress to follow his lead on Cen-
tral American policy. Consequently, funding remained limited and operations
remained covert. In January and February 1984 this involved mining the har-
bors of Nicaragua, an action critics saw as an act of war and a clear violation of
international law, made more serious because it was done directly by the CIA
and not the Contras. The Reagan administration could not defuse the Con-
gressional criticism of this policy and faced substantial pressure to engage in
some sort of dialogue with the Sandinistas. In May 1984, Secretary of State
George Shultz went to Nicaragua to pursue such a dialogue.

In October 1984, Congress passed and Reagan later signed into law (he evi-
dently assumed a veto would be overridden), an amendment offered by Rep. Ed-
ward Boland baring further funds for the Contras. Faced with this
Congressional ban on military aid, the Reagan administration in January 1985
suspended its participation in the talks with the Sandinistas, arguing that noth-
ing good could come from them without the military lever.28

Despite the President’s articulation of what came to be known as the Reagan
Doctrine, most of Congress was still not buying his picture of events in Central
America or his call for escalating military activity.29 Unable to win approval for
the use of force, the administration on May 1, 1985, imposed an embargo on
Nicaragua. Sandinista leader Daniel Ortega responded by going to Moscow, a
visit followed by increasing Soviet military deliveries to Managua. By the sum-
mer of the following year (June 25, 1986), the Soviet escalation gave Reagan the
argument he needed to persuade Congress to approve $100 million for the sup-
port of the Contras, 75 percent of which could be in military supplies. By this
time, however, Costa Rica, Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua
had signed the Esquipulas Declaration in May 1986 committing themselves to
a regional peace arrangement and voicing their opposition to military escalation.

Throughout 1987 Costa Rican President Oscar Arias pursued a diplomatic
course that culminated in August in the presidents of Costa Rica, Honduras,
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Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua signing Esquipulas II. This agreement
called for a cutoff in both U.S. aid to the Contras and Soviet aid to Nicaragua.
It also called for free elections in Nicaragua. The Soviet Union encouraged
Nicaragua to accept this agreement and welcomed it. George Shultz felt the
agreement had been heavily influenced by a bipartisan U. S. proposal sent to Es-
quipulas and that it provided a reasonable diplomatic avenue.30 The Assistant
Secretary of State for Latin America, Elliot Abrams, disagreed, as did other more
conservative voices at the NSC. The conservative voices won the day inside the
administration and the United States did not endorse the agreement. In No-
vember 1987, Speaker of the House Jim Wright met with Daniel Ortega and
suggested that Congress would move forward with the peace plan despite the
administration’s position. Wright had no authority to negotiate in this way and
could not deliver U. S. policy in the end, but his action reflected the weakness
of the Reagan administration on this issue at home. The Congress cut off fur-
ther military assistance to the Contras.

Secretary of State Baker negotiated the Nicaraguan issue on two fronts. He
began at home trying to construct a bipartisan agreement. This involved mov-
ing away from the right-wing’s interest in providing arms to the Contras and en-
listing liberal support for the insistence that the Sandinistas agree to free
elections as called for in Esquipulas II.31 On Baker’s first trip to Moscow in May
1989 he put the Central American issue up front, telling Soviet Foreign Minis-
ter Shevardnadze and General Secretary Gorbachev that settlement in Nicaragua
was a test case of the practical implications of the professed “new thinking” in
Moscow.32

The issue was not resolved by the time Gorbachev and President Bush met at
Malta in December 1989, where Baker described it as the biggest obstacle to im-
proved U.S.-Soviet relations. Although the Bush administration, at this point,
was encouraging a coalition of opposition forces to participate in the elections,
it refused to negotiate with the Sandinistas. The elections were held February
26, 1990. To the great surprise of conservatives in Washington, they were mostly
free and fair and Violeta de Chamorro and the opposition coalition won 55.2
percent of the votes. The Sandinista won 40.8 percent.33

Reviewing the course of events in Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua makes
clear that Cold War competition prevailed from the mid-1970s through 1986.
While there were signs of change in 1986 and 1987, the Geneva Accords call-
ing for the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan was not signed until
April 1988, and the Brazzaville Protocol establishing a timetable for South
African and Cuban withdrawal from Angola was not signed until that Decem-
ber. Soviet and American military supplies continued to flow into Afghanistan
and Angola through most of 1991. In Latin America, U.S. military supply to
the Contras wound down after Esquipulas II was signed by Latin American
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presidents in August 1987. This was not, however, part of an agreement with
the Soviet Union but rather a result of Congressional opposition. Soviet military
supply to Nicaragua ended in 1989. Clearly, between 1986 and 1991 the Soviet
Union and the United States ended their competition in these regional affairs
even if they did not end the regional conflicts. Why they changed course is, of
course, the question we are most interested in.

Part 3: Why Did the Soviet Union and 
the United States Make the Turn?

As with the other turning points, in these regional conflicts a case can be made
for the importance of power, ideas, domestic politics, and leadership. We take
these up one at a time.

Power

Interpretations relying on power emphasize two mechanisms: (a) direct costs
and (b) indirect costs. We look at these sequentially.

Direct costs. The strictest version of the direct costs argument would posit that
one side or the other won on the battlefield and left the loser little choice but to
retreat. None of the conflicts, however, turned out this way. In Afghanistan, nei-
ther the mujahedeen nor the Soviet-backed PDPA won on the ground. The
Geneva Accords led to the Soviet exit but not to the end of fighting, which es-
calated in the winter. In Angola, the MPLA had some success in August 1987,
but were not successful in conquering UNITA headquarters in Mavinga and
then barely kept Cuito Cuanavale out of the hands of South Africa. Cuban es-
calation only led to a new stalemate. The Contras also were not successful mil-
itarily. For Americans who construct the period as one of Soviet withdrawal in
defeat, it is important to keep in mind that in Afghanistan and Angola, 1991
ended with the former Soviet client in power; the same was true in Namibia.

A looser version of the direct costs argument could emphasize costs that even-
tually “broke the bank.” For instance, the Soviet economy might have been so
weak that Moscow had to retreat. Despite the intuitive appeal of this to Amer-
icans, the argument faces several empirical problems. First, neither the Soviet
Union nor the United States was investing large amounts of money in these con-
flicts as a percentage of their overall defense budgets. They also devoted small
percentages of their armed forces or material supplies. Leaders in Moscow may
have come to see the price paid in these conflicts as too high, making a political
judgment about their relative worth, but certainly had the material capability
available to do more.
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Second, if either superpower was compelled to exit because of the costs, it is
odd that neither side cut off arms supplies and realized savings until after the
Cold War was over. In the Afghan case, Moscow reduced the cost in terms of
Russian lives but increased the provision of supplies.34 The arms pipeline from
Moscow to Kabul stayed open until early 1992 and was closed by a decision of
President Yeltsin of the Russian Federation, which succeeded the Soviet Union.

Neither Moscow nor Washington realized short-term savings in Angola.
Cuban troops began to leave after the Brazzaville Accords were signed in De-
cember 1988. Soviet advisors stayed and Soviet assistance continued.35 U.S.
support for UNITA went on as well.

In Nicaragua, supplies from the Soviet Union continued to flow well into
1989, and when they were cut off the savings were small.36 The Reagan and
Bush administrations were constrained not by financial scarcity but domestic
opposition.

A third interpretation might point to carrots and sticks. Secretary of State
Shultz argues, for example, that the delivery of U.S. weapons to the Contras
compelled the Sandinistas to accept elections.37 Maybe the Reagan Doctrine of
challenging the Soviets in regional conflicts persuaded both Moscow and its re-
gional clients to make political concessions. Unfortunately, claims like Shultz’s
rest fundamentally on the counterfactual claim that without this aid concessions
would not have been made and critics can argue in an equally counterfactual
way that the military supply prolonged the fighting and delayed an agreement
that could have been reached earlier.38

In considering whether the delivery of assistance accelerated or delayed a po-
litical settlement, it is useful to consider both the involvement of the superpow-
ers and the actions of the regional parties. Superpower deliveries of arms
followed a tit-for-tat pattern. As U.S. aid increased to the Afghan mujahedeen,
so did Soviet supply to the PDPA.39 American arms for UNITA were met with
Cuban and Soviet escalation, and until 1989, U.S. aid for the Contras was fol-
lowed by more Soviet deliveries to the Sandinistas.40 The delivery of weapons
became a stumbling block in negotiations in all three cases, with Moscow and
Washington refusing to halt arms supplies until late 1991.

Important leaders on both sides did not see the delivery of arms as a bar-
gaining chip but as a means to a decisive victory. For example, Secretary Shultz
argues that a negotiated outcome should have been pursued after the signing of
Esquipulas II in August 1987, but was not, because right-wing ideologues in the
Reagan administration saw aid to the Contras not as a bargaining lever but as
an end in itself.41 Given the support for settlement among the regional states
and the Sandinista agreement in Esquipulas to hold elections, it is possible that
the Reagan administration’s refusal to endorse Esquipulas II, partly because it
would mean a cutoff in aid to the Contras, delayed settlement. Selig Harrison
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makes a parallel argument about settlement in Afghanistan, arguing that be-
cause officials in the Reagan administration wanted to make the Soviet Union
“bleed” in Afghanistan, a settlement was delayed.42

In all three conflicts, regional parties to the conflict sought unilateral victory.
Had they been able to achieve victory it is unlikely they would have accepted
the compromises they eventually did. The offsetting provision of military assis-
tance from the superpowers thus contributed to the battlefield stalemate, and,
in turn, to the search for diplomatic alternatives.

Over time the PDPA, the MPLA, and UNITA all moved toward some sort of
national reconciliation plan that included a role for the opposition. In the early
and mid-1980s this amounted to little more than co-optation. As Gorbachev an-
nounced his new thinking and as the Reagan Doctrine began to arm anti-com-
munist insurgents more fully (1986–1988), these plans for reconciliation became
more substantive. This might reflect PDPA, MPLA, and Sandinista judgments
that because of the U.S. military assistance, compromise was necessary. It also
might be the result of their judgment that Soviet support was waning because of
Gorbachev’s new agenda and if they agreed to these political and electoral
processes they would win, thus legitimating their status. In both Afghanistan and
Angola, Moscow’s ally stayed in office after the international agreement was
signed. The MPLA won the elections, and the PDPA was still holding its own
when Yeltsin ended assistance in January 1992. The Sandinistas ran a competitive
election and did not lose to the Contras. That the elections were held only in
1990, and not before, gives credence to the argument that military pressure did
not force them to take this step. After all, Congress had forbid military assistance
to the Contras for most of the 1980s and cut it off entirely after Esquipulas II was
signed in August 1987. Even if U.S. arms delivered to the Contras played a role
in Sandinista decisions to accept Esquipulas II, that the Sandinistas kept on this
election course in 1988 and 1989 could not have been due to American supply of
weapons to the Contras. There was almost no chance Reagan or Bush could get
Congressional approval for additional arms after 1987. The elections were not
held until February 1990. It is likely that change in Soviet policy and pressure
from regional states had as much influence on Sandinista decision making regard-
ing the course of events after Esquipulas II as U.S. military pressure did.

In the Afghan case, the American supply of weapons to the Mujahedeen did
not cause the PDPA to compromise on domestic matters. It stayed in power and
made few concessions to the Pakistani-encouraged and U.S.-backed Afghan In-
terim Government (AIG). Neither side agreed to a process of transition.
Vladimir Kyuchkov, former head of the KGB, reports that he favored with-
drawing Soviet troops because he expected that the PDPA would be able to stay
in power without the delegitimating presence of foreign troops.43 He was right
in the short run.
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It is in the Angolan case that the relationship between military assistance and
political compromise at the regional level appears most likely. Between 1986
and 1988 both the MPLA and South Africa went for a knockout blow. In both
instances, the parties failed and provoked instead major escalation by the other
party. The MPLA’s offensives led to South African counterattack, which in turn
led to Cuban and Soviet escalation. Battlefield stalemate brought South Africa
and Cuba to agreement at Brazzaville and battlefield stalemate preceded the
MPLA-UNITA agreement in the Bicesse Peace Accords of May 1991. The
Bicesse Accords, however, were a product of Soviet and American insistence that
their own allies compromise as much as they were a product of the superpower
determination to deliver more weapons. By the time these talks even started,
Eastern Europe had already been liberated and the Cold War was over.

Indirect costs. Another way to explain the turning point represented by these re-
gional conflicts is to focus on the indirect costs or the opportunities that had to
be put aside because of them. For instance, Mikhail Gorbachev’s new thinking
in foreign affairs might be understood as a rationalization for Moscow’s pulling
back from regional conflicts to turn to domestic priorities. Of course, as already
noted, Soviet deliveries did not decline but to the contrary increased in Af-
ghanistan and held steady in the other two cases, and Moscow did not pull out
of these conflicts until the Cold War was over in 1992.44 This should not ob-
scure the fact, however, that after 1988 Gorbachev granted lower priority to
these conflicts.

A second version of indirect costs moves from a purely financial to a political
conception of costs. This may reflect Gorbachev’s judgment that Moscow paid
too high a price globally for its involvement in these regional conflicts, alienat-
ing China, upsetting Third World countries, and making it easier for the United
States to mobilize the rest of the world against the Soviet Union. Perhaps Gor-
bachev had no choice but to pull back to escape strategic isolation. Clearly, the
United States had better relations with China, Europe, Japan, and the emerging
new industrial countries in Southeast Asia. This, of course, had been the case
throughout the Cold War, with the exception of relations with China. Even
though this was not a new situation, perhaps the cumulative effect crossed a
threshold Moscow could no longer tolerate.

It is, of course, very difficult to evaluate threshold arguments that rely on
“breaking points” unless we can establish the threshold independent of the
change in behavior. In the case of regional conflicts, the problem is compounded
because pulling out could affect Soviet political leverage and status in world
opinion in different ways: withdrawal could be seen as a sign of weakness and
lack of trustworthiness or as a sincere effort to facilitate peace. In the Angolan
and Nicaraguan cases, the Soviet Union was on the same side as most of the rest
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of the world.45 The MPLA was accepted as a member of the Organization of
African Unity and the United Nations. UNITA’s dependence on South Africa
alienated most of black Africa and much of Europe and Asia. The Sandinistas,
likewise, enjoyed international support. Public opinion in Latin America and
Europe was opposed to “U.S. imperialism.” To the frustration of the Reagan ad-
ministration, few U.S. allies followed its lead on Nicaragua.

Afghanistan was clearly another story. In this case, Moscow paid a price in
Europe and the Islamic World as well as in Asia. Gorbachev’s change of course
here probably did have the intent of getting free of Moscow’s diplomatic alba-
tross. As Gorbachev moved to take Soviet troops out of Afghanistan, he also
moved to take the “China Card” away from the United States, to seek new ties
with Iran and to exploit anti-U.S. sentiment in the Moslem world, and to ac-
celerate Soviet–West European relations regardless of how Soviet-American re-
lations proceeded. It is possible, even likely, that between 1986 and 1988
Gorbachev was pursuing policies designed to strengthen Moscow’s competitive
position vis-á-vis Washington. That is certainly consistent with the effect of his
decisions in these regional conflicts. Given that he did not realize financial sav-
ings in these cases, it seems unlikely Moscow was simply turning inward and
surrendering foreign policy to domestic priorities. Rather, it appears Moscow
was preparing to compete with Washington if necessary while beginning to
search for a way to probe the possibilities of a detente.

The discussion of priorities and leverage depends heavily on ideas. It is ideas
about national interests and ideas about foreign threats and opportunities that
establish national priorities. And in diplomacy, leverage, which is an idea about
power, is often as important, or more so, than an objective counting of mater-
ial assets. At this point, arguments that rely on power blend into those that em-
phasize ideas. It is to those interpretations that we turn next.

Ideas

The importance of political actors as proactive agents lies at the core of interpre-
tations attributing change in superpower relations to changing ideas. These ar-
guments recognize that capabilities establish parameters but conclude that the
range of choice available is substantial and leaders are not compelled to adopt a
single predictable course. Identifying three ideas about regional conflicts is nec-
essary before considering if change in these played a role in ending the Cold War.

These ideas were (1) that regional conflicts in the Third World were strategi-
cally important and had consequences for the core East-West confrontation; (2)
that the involvement of the superpower adversary was central to, if not the main
cause of, regional conflicts; and (3) that military intervention to stop the other
superpower’s interference and help a regional client was likely to be successful.

Regional Conflicts as Turning Points 71

Ending the Cold War : Interpretations, Causation, and the Study of International Relations, edited by Richard K.
         Herrmann, and Richard Ned Lebow, Pan Macmillan, 2004. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=307768.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-23 07:20:22.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 P

an
 M

ac
m

ill
an

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



The logic behind the U.S.’s containment strategy was that if the United States
denied the regime in Moscow success around the world, then it would eventu-
ally undermine the Communist Party’s claim that it represented the worldwide
vanguard, and leaders in Moscow would then need to deliver to the Soviet peo-
ple a higher quality of life at home.46 The perceived need to counter communist
advances transformed otherwise relatively insignificant conflicts into major tests
of will and resolve.47 For instance, the intrinsic material importance of
Nicaragua, Afghanistan, or Angola were marginal, but the symbolic importance
of these conflicts due to the global ideational construction of the Cold War was
seen as vital by conservative Americans.

In Moscow, the initial importance of Third World conflicts was based on the
idea that unless socialism spread beyond the Soviet Union, the socialist experi-
ence would be isolated and vulnerable. While discussions in Moscow about re-
gional conflicts were colored with ideological labels, the core logic typically
followed a geopolitical pattern of interests rather than ideology.48 Anti-commu-
nists, such as the leaders in Iraq, could be described as progressive and worthy
of support if they were anti-American. Pro-American forces, on the other hand,
no matter their ideological agenda, were described as reactionary and opposed.

In the United States, “regionalists” and “globalists” debated the causes of
Third World conflicts. Globalists saw the conflict in East-West terms, identify-
ing pro-American and pro-Soviet forces and arguing that the outcome had im-
portant implications for the superpower balance. Typically, globalists saw the
pro-American forces as more democratic than the pro-Soviet forces. Regional-
ists, in contrast, saw the labeling of local actors with these ideological terms su-
perficial at best and questioned whether the outcome of the regional conflict
made any concrete difference to Washington’s or Moscow’s power. They argued
that inclinations to attach symbolic importance to poorly understood conflicts
only made these conflicts more deadly and difficult to manage.

Related to the idea that regional conflicts had significant strategic importance
was the belief that interference by the rival superpower was central to their ini-
tiation. Globalists accused the Soviets of stimulating or stoking conflict while re-
gionalists argued that globalists not only misread local actors but also
exaggerated the role Moscow played. The inclination to blame Moscow for de-
velopments contrary to American interests at times produced arguments that
the KGB was secretly manipulating indigenous players. Meantime, in Moscow,
U.S. imperialism and the CIA were blamed for most regional setbacks. If na-
tional liberation forces (read pro-Soviet or at least anti-U.S. forces) were in
power, then Soviet voices insisted that any resistance to them was orchestrated
in Washington. This was the standard Soviet line on Afghanistan and Nicaragua.

Because leaders of both superpowers saw regional conflicts in East-West
terms, a third set of ideas was popular during the Cold War: the effectiveness of
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intervention. If the unrest was caused and stoked by the other superpower, then,
if this interference could be stopped, the conflict could be managed. The logic
led to a two-part strategy: (1) deploy military forces or provide military assis-
tance to counter the opponent’s supply, and (2) deliver economic assistance to
win popular support for the local groups aligned with your country.

The ideas that regional conflicts were strategically important, caused by the
other superpower, and dealt with effectively by military and economic interven-
tion all changed as the Cold War ended. Tracing when they changed and how
this affected policy sheds light on the causal importance these cognitive changes
had on ending the Cold War. The change in these ideas came first in the United
States. The Vietnam War had a substantial impact on Cold War thinking in
America.49 In the 1970s prominent Democrats like President Carter came to
doubt all three main ideas about regional conflicts.50 The revolution in Iran and
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, along with Ronald Reagan’s victory, however,
brought back to office people who believed in all three Cold War ideas. This was
especially true in the early Reagan years, when Secretary of State Alexander Haig
and Ambassador to the UN Jeanne Kirkpatrick led the foreign policy team.

When George Shultz in 1982 replaced Haig, he empowered a less ideologi-
cal view that supported negotiation in Southern African and Nicaragua but
faced substantial opposition from members of the National Security Council. In
1986, the embarrassment surrounding the Iran-Contra scandal (the revelations
that members of the NSC had sold arms to Iran and used the proceeds to sup-
ply the Contras) weakened the NSC. It also strengthened more moderate voices,
like Schultz’s. By the time James Baker became Secretary of State in 1989, the
ideas guiding policy toward regional conflicts had changed substantially. Rather
than tests of will and resolve, Baker saw regional conflicts as of peripheral strate-
gic importance, although still carrying large domestic political significance. He
concluded, therefore, that they were good places to test the concrete implica-
tions of Gorbachev’s new thinking.51

On the Soviet side, ideas also changed in the 1980s. In the later 1970s, So-
viet leaders welcomed a series of regional developments that were read as Amer-
ican loses, and when the revolution in Afghanistan spun out of control,
Brezhnev ordered the invasion, evoking all three stereotypical ideas: (1) the con-
flict in Afghanistan was vital to Soviet security, and instability there invited U.S.
mischief; (2) the instability was caused by U.S. and Pakistani subversion; and (3)
military intervention to stop the foreign infiltration coupled with humanitarian
assistance would secure the new Afghan regime and allow it to win over public
support.52 The logic made sense at that time to many Soviet leaders, including
some who would later become prominent reformers.53 Regional experts, how-
ever, were not consulted and report that they never shared these beliefs.54 At the
same time, academics writing about regional conflicts were introducing into the
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expert literature in the Soviet Union ideas similar to those advanced by region-
alists in the United States. They questioned the sensibility of applying standard
East versus West ideological labels to Third World movements and criticized the
need to fit these complex phenomena into predetermined scripts.55

As the war in Afghanistan dragged on, the ideas of the regionalists made their
way into the higher levels of Soviet decision making. Gorbachev, for example,
ordered a review of Afghan policy early in his tenure that brought some of these
ideas into focus.56 Vladimir Kryuchkov, former head of the KGB, reports that
Gorbachev initially escalated the military effort but concluded fairly quickly
that this would not be successful and then began moving Soviet troops out of
combat roles and eventually out of the country.57 By 1986 it was clear that Gor-
bachev recognized that the Afghan opposition had an important domestic base
and that domestic Afghan reconciliation and not just an end to U.S. and Pak-
istani interference was necessary. Gorbachev’s government pressed Babrak
Kamal, the revolutionary Afghan leader, to search for a broader base and sup-
ported his replacement with Najib when he was not forthcoming. Having al-
ready shown that he was not wed to traditional ideas about the utility of military
force nor impressed by descriptions of the local scene that featured bipolar la-
bels, in 1988 Gorbachev signaled that he also was not persuaded that protect-
ing Soviet control in Afghanistan was vital to Soviet security.58 He, for instance,
ordered the withdrawal of Soviet troops and signed the Geneva Accords even
though America refused to stop the supply of arms to the mujahedeen, and Gor-
bachev continued to describe U.S. intentions in traditional Cold War terms. As
his description of U.S. neoglobalism and Washington’s imperial ambition were
familiar, it is possible what had changed most were his ideas about the regional
scene.

In 1979 fear of an American comeback in the area in retaliation for the U.S.
loss in Iran may have contributed to Brezhnev’s decision to intervene in Af-
ghanistan.59 By 1986 it seemed very unlikely Washington would be able to do
this. The Reagan administration’s covert overtures to Iran had backfired, infuri-
ated Washington’s Arab allies, and precipitated a U.S. tilt to Iraq. Islamic Iran
had demonstrated an independent posture, as had some of the Islamic groups in
Afghanistan. If Gorbachev accepted this construction of the scene, then he may
have concluded that it made sense to pull Soviet troops out of Afghanistan re-
gardless of U.S. intentions. Regional factors constrained Washington’s ability to
threaten Moscow from this direction.

In all three of the regional conflicts, U.S. and Soviet arms supplies were not
ended until late 1991 or even the beginning of 1992, when many people would
say the Cold War was already over. It is thus possible that the change in ideas
about regional conflicts was as much a product of the end of the Cold War as
its cause. As the bilateral contest relaxed, the importance attached to peripheral
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commitments declined. Of course, this shift in perceptions and priorities pro-
voked domestic debate and may have been motivated by domestic political
considerations.

Domestic Politics

It is possible that leaders changed course on regional conflicts mostly to enhance
their domestic support. For instance, involvement in these conflicts might have
been a diversionary adventure intended to whip up nationalist sentiment at
home and to win public support for the leader. Likewise, change in a leader’s be-
havior may not reflect new ideas about a regional conflict, but simply be their
attempt to use the conflict to outmaneuver their domestic competitors. In the
three cases considered here, this sort of argument is not very persuasive.

Leaders rarely have only one reason for the decisions they make, and certainly
gaining and retaining domestic power is an important consideration in most de-
cisions. Reagan, for instance, spoke about regional conflicts as he sought office,
pointing to them as indicators of declining American prestige and poor leader-
ship by Carter. Yet even if pointing to these conflicts in the 1980 election won
votes for Reagan, his policies toward Nicaragua and Angola won little public ac-
claim. There was no public outcry for intervention. To the contrary, the Reagan
administration had to fight continually to win Congressional approval for U.S.
action and typically lost in the cases of Nicaragua and Angola. Right-wing con-
servatives certainly favored Reagan’s policies in these conflicts, but the president
probably enjoyed their support regardless. Reagan and later Bush, rather than
winning votes with their regional policies, were constrained by Congressional
opposition. Bush and Baker, for instance, pointed to overwhelming Congres-
sional opposition to explain why they would not send arms to the Contras.

Mikhail Gorbachev faced domestic constraints as well, and may have been
motivated by domestic political considerations to pull back from regional con-
flicts.60 The war in Afghanistan was unpopular, as were Soviet commitments
elsewhere in the Third World. Public opinion, however, was not a major factor
in securing domestic power for Gorbachev. Maintaining the elite coalition nec-
essary to pursue domestic reform was the essential ingredient. Certainly, pulling
back from these regional conflicts would please reform-minded elites, but these
people were in Gorbachev’s camp anyway and many of them owed their posi-
tion and bureaucratic authority to Gorbachev. Changing course in regional con-
flicts would not save the Soviet Union much money, especially since it kept
supplying arms and thus was not freeing up resources with which to pursue do-
mestic reform.

Withdrawal had the potential to upset traditional communist leaders in the
CPSU, the KGB, and the Red Army and to give them ammunition to use
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against Gorbachev. Gorbachev could win these traditional elites over not by
compromising on regional conflicts but by defending Soviet credibility and
sticking by local allies. Reportedly, there were important voices in the Kremlin
that opposed leaving.61 Even though top leaders in the KGB said they were con-
fident that Najib’s regime would survive without Soviet troops, the Army’s lead-
ership was not so certain.62 And the Soviet officers in Afghanistan had to deal
daily with their Afghan counterparts, who were not happy to see Soviet forces
leave and who blamed Moscow for deserting them.

Although neither Reagan nor Gorbachev could ignore opponents in their sys-
tems, they both nevertheless enjoyed substantial latitude in policy making, Rea-
gan due to his public popularity and Gorbachev due to this administrative role.
Both leaders had power over key personnel appointments and injected into the
bureaucratic establishment people who shared their ideological perspective. In
this way, Gorbachev, Reagan, and later Bush as individual leaders became key el-
ements in this turning point.

Leadership

Gorbachev initially used the office of General Secretary to staff the CPSU’s In-
ternational Department with people skeptical about the strategic value of re-
gional conflicts and who knew the price Moscow paid in Washington for
involvement in them. He then shifted authority to the International Depart-
ment and away from the Foreign Ministry. In 1988 Gorbachev assumed the
state presidency, while continuing as party leader. He then shifted foreign pol-
icy matters increasingly into the hands of the Foreign Ministry, which was thor-
oughly under the influence of the reformist Foreign Minister Eduard
Shevardnadze.

Because both Gorbachev and Reagan were able to affect the ideas prevailing
in their governmental bureaucracies through key personnel appoints, their im-
portance to the story seems clear. Whether another leader would have empow-
ered the same people or at least the same ideas is more controversial, but a good
case can be made for the unique importance of Gorbachev. As Brown argued in
his previous chapter, there were no other reform-minded leaders in competition
for the office of Secretary General.

Interpretations that place emphasis on Reagan’s individual role, typically as-
sume that if a liberal had been president instead of Reagan, Moscow would not
have compromised and/or that if a liberal president had made the deals Reagan
and Bush did, they could not have persuaded the majority of Americans to fol-
low them. In other words, just as “only Nixon” could open relations with com-
munist China, only a conservative with Regan’s hard-line credentials could
convince the country to accept compromise outcomes. The first argument as-
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sumes that U.S. power compelled Soviet retreat, and we have already discussed
the problems with that argument. The second argument revolves around an
evaluation of the American political scene that requires further consideration.

In the 1970s President Carter tried to move away from all three of the tradi-
tional ideas that transformed regional conflicts into Cold War contests. In the
end he was not successful. His failure can be attributed to a number of factors,
one of which might be that he was not sufficiently conservative and therefore
unable to instill confidence in the public. Carter was able of course to lead the
country out of Cold War interpretations of most regional conflicts until the
Iranian hostage crisis and Moscow’s invasion of Afghanistan. If the Iranian rev-
olution had not occurred and Moscow had not invaded Afghanistan, then
Carter might have been able to continue to persuade the country to change tra-
ditional ideas about regional conflicts.

It may seem too farfetched a counterfactual to remove the Iranian revolu-
tion and the Afghan crisis from the story. The key question, however, is
whether a liberal president could have persuaded the country to abandon the
Cold War. To answer this question we need to take into account what was
happening in the world outside the United States. Carter faced a difficult ex-
ternal environment, as did Reagan until Gorbachev took power. With the ar-
rival of Mikhail Gorbachev things began to crack loose, starting with his
decision to withdraw forces from Afghanistan. Had President Carter inter-
acted with Gorbachev and been able to point to the Soviet abandonment of
Eastern Europe and to the reunification of Germany, he also might have been
able to persuade the public that the Cold War was ending. It is worth noting
in this regard that two of the three conflicts studied here continued for the
next decade and others erupted in the former Yugoslavia, while in the United
States a liberal President was in office, who unlike Carter had no military ex-
perience and came from the liberal, not conservative, wing of the Democratic
party. In this context, nonetheless, there was not a return to the Cold War,
these regional conflicts were not seen in bipolar terms, and the American pub-
lic did not call for action or intervention.

There is no way to prove that the Soviet Union would have behaved the same
way in these regional conflicts if a liberal had been in the White House. How-
ever, it is important to keep three points in mind. (1) Even though the Sovi-
etologists at CIA expected Najib’s regime in Afghanistan to collapse with the
Soviet withdrawal, the KGB did not. The view that Najib might survive was
shared by Jon Glassman, the senior U.S. foreign service officer in Kabul. Soviet
military deliveries increased just to be sure. (2) In Angola the MPLA enjoyed
steady Cuban and Soviet support and won the election and stayed in power. (3)
In Nicaragua, the U.S. Congress had cut off arms to the Contras, which did not
win the elections when they were held. Given this record, it is not clear why
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Moscow would have behaved radically different in any of these cases with a lib-
eral in the White House.

Perhaps if Shultz and later the Bush and Baker team had not replaced the far-
right Republican leaders of the early Reagan years, then hard-liners in Moscow
would have continued to demand escalation in these conflicts, but this is not an
entirely persuasive argument either. The far-right in the United States preserved
the open CIA pipelines to the AIG and UNITA well into 1991. At the same
time, Gorbachev was pulling back from Eastern Europe. If traditional voices in
Moscow could not save the Warsaw Pact, it is hard to see why they would be
able to make the case for peripheral allies. Clearly, in Moscow ideas about the
basic nature of the Cold War conflict were changing and the leadership of
Mikhail Gorbachev was central.

Part 4: Conclusions

Power, ideas, domestic politics, and leaders all are parts of the story of this turn-
ing point. These causes are difficult in many ways to separate from one another.
Ideas, for instance, need to be connected to leaders who have influence. Leaders
constrained by domestic opponents cannot translate their ideas into policy.
Power, of course, is associated partly with the policies leaders enact. In the re-
gional conflicts discussed here, power did not compel change. There were no
unilateral victories. Rather than compelling change, power in these conflicts
produced stalemate. In this way, the provision of arms by the superpowers nar-
rowed the options of the other side. They could not win by military force. This
still left the parties with an array of options, ranging from persistence and hopes
of winning by attrition to compromise and agreement. Power provided bar-
gaining leverage but also provoked counterescalation. Without new ideas about
the conflicts and the Cold War in general, it is unlikely the superpowers would
have withdrawn simply because of the costs.

Ideas are critical to regional conflicts because so much of the strategic im-
portance of these conflicts is constructed and dependent on ideas about the
Cold War. These peripheral conflicts were important not because of the ma-
terial value intrinsic to them but because of the symbolic and instrumental
importance leaders attached to them. They were important because the Cold
War was understood to be a global contest. The bipolar lens imposed a con-
struction of the regional scene that transformed it into a theater of major
global contest. As ideas about the global nature of the contest changed, the
importance of the region disappeared. As ideas about the local scene became
more complex and broke the constructed association with the East versus
West global storyline, the importance attached to the region also declined
rapidly.
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Because the strategic importance of regional conflicts is constructed and not
intrinsic to the region and because the image of these conflicts among many lead-
ers in Moscow and Washington were so simplified and poorly connected to facts
on the ground, it seems that ideas had an unusually important role in explaining
this turning point. The early agreements that might be associated with battlefield
stalemate did not lead to superpower withdrawal. Once the central Cold War was
over, the importance of these conflicts collapsed for both superpowers. The re-
gional conflicts continued in Afghanistan and Angola and in new places as well
but without competitive interference from Moscow or Washington.

By the end of 1991 regional conflicts were still raging, but the strategic sig-
nificance of these conflicts had changed dramatically. Few leaders in either
Washington or Moscow saw these conflicts as central to national security. Few
leaders on either side analyzed these conflicts in simple dichotomous terms as
pitting “good guys” against “bad guys,” and most leaders doubted that military
intervention would lead to stable political solutions. The Cold War mindset had
changed dramatically, and with this change the construction of the ongoing and
new regional conflicts was transformed. Unfortunately, although the superpow-
ers ended their Cold War, they did not resolve the regional conflicts, leaving the
local combatants still deeply divided and heavily armed.
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