
Chapter 1

What Was the Cold War? 
When and Why Did it End?

Richard K. Herrmann and Richard Ned Lebow

The end of the Cold War constitutes one of the most remarkable trans-
formations of the twentieth century. Its peaceful and unexpected end
was a dramatic watershed, as was the collapse of the Soviet Union,

which followed in its wake. Both events had momentous and diverse conse-
quences for hundreds of millions of people. The indirect consequences—unipo-
larity, accelerated globalization, and diminished fear of Armageddon—were
global and still reverberate through the societal groups, countries, and regions
that constitute the international community. Yet the end of the Cold War re-
mains poorly understood. Even before critical parts of the historical record be-
came accessible, the received wisdom in the United States was that the West
“won” through unrelenting pressure on the Soviet Union. In the former Soviet
Union, the end of the Cold War is most often attributed to “new thinking” and
is regarded as a triumph of ideas over dangerous and deeply entrenched institu-
tional practices. The emerging evidence suggests that both interpretations are at
best only part of a very complex story.

The end of the Cold War poses a formidable challenge to international rela-
tions theory. Scholars of all persuasions failed to predict the possibility of such
momentous, let alone peaceful, change. In the aftermath, they struggled to find
explanations consistent with their theories and to make sense of the emerging
post–Cold War world. The Cold War might be described as a “mere data point”
that cannot be used to test or develop theories, but at the same time, the Cold
War’s end has also been described as a “big bang” that created a new political
universe. The latter description appears closer to the truth given the response of
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the discipline. Realism, especially neorealism, is on the defensive; new ap-
proaches and new substantive issues dominate the security agenda, and the na-
ture and value of theory are widely contested. A better understanding of the end
of the Cold War has important implications for all of these controversies.

The end of the Cold War has had important, although less revolutionary,
consequences for the policy world. In Washington, the favorable outcome to
that conflict was taken as confirmation of the earlier “lessons” of Munich—that
peace could only be achieved through strength and a reputation for resolve.
These beliefs continue to shape American security policy; they provide the prin-
cipal justification for maintaining high levels of defense spending and were im-
portant underlying causes of the American crusades against Saddam Hussein
and military intervention in the former Yugoslavia. Lessons can be a useful tool
when they identify problems and strategies appropriate to them. They are coun-
terproductive when they are based on a faulty understanding of the events that
gave rise to them or are applied to situations where they are inappropriate. An-
other goal of our book is to subject these policy lessons to careful scrutiny by re-
examining the historical interpretations on which they are based.

When Did the Cold War End?

The end of the Cold War, like its beginning, did not happen at an agreed upon
time with a clear, commonly acknowledged event. Neither the beginning nor
the end of this conflict can be marked in place and time outside of specific con-
structions and understandings of what the Cold War was. For some scholars the
Cold War was an ideological struggle that began in 1917 and continued until
the Soviet revolution was overturned, either with the renunciation of the con-
stitutional privileges granted to the Communist Party of the Soviet Union in
1990 or with the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991. In a related under-
standing of the Cold War that also stresses ideological factors, the conflict
ended, or at least abated in a serious way, in the late 1950s with Khrushchev’s
advocacy of peaceful coexistence between the social systems. Other construc-
tions emphasize the geopolitical character of the Cold War, and characterize it
as a struggle for influence between two emerging superpowers. In these under-
standings, the Cold War is usually seen to begin during the waning days of
World War II or soon after, and to end between 1989 and 1991 with the con-
traction of the Soviet Union’s sphere of influence and ultimate demise as a state.

In China, and in parts of the Third World, of course, there were always
doubts about the reality of U.S.-Soviet confrontation, and a suspicion that the
two superpowers were actually in collusion. In these constructions, the Cold
War may have begun as both an ideological and geopolitical contest, but had by
the 1960s evolved into at least a tacit, if not explicit, division of the world that
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served the imperial ambitions of both Washington and Moscow. The facade of
intense competition was cultivated and exploited by the superpowers as an ex-
cuse to justify continued domination of allies and the extensive use of violence
to preserve and extend their respective spheres of influence and control in the
Third World.

In the conferences and interviews associated with this project, we encoun-
tered yet another construction of the Cold War that has many adherents in
Moscow. In this reading, the Cold War was primarily driven by American de-
termination to achieve global hegemony and destroy the countervailing power
of the Soviet Union. Former Soviet officials and scholars who hold this view
contend that Washington pursued an anti-Russian strategy throughout the
post–World War II period, and has continued to do so after the collapse of the
Soviet Union. They take umbrage at the notion that the Cold War ended in the
late 1980s, insisting instead that the central causal forces driving this conflict be-
came even more pronounced in the following decade. In the extreme version of
this understanding of the Cold War, advanced by officials who opposed Gor-
bachev, the Soviet leadership and the post-Soviet Russian leadership lost their
will to resist American hegemony, and their lack of resolve led to a collapse of
Soviet capabilities.

Russians who construct the Cold War this way suggest that Russian-Ameri-
can relations are likely to become conflictual again, and may even take on global
proportions if Russian power is revitalized and Washington adheres to its impe-
rial and anti-Russian course. They suggest that future historians may look back
on the 1990s as a mere hiatus in an enduring rivalry. Even if they are correct,
the transformation of East-West that took place between 1985 and 1991 will
still be regarded as a major development. And the explanations advanced for this
transformation will have important implications for how we understand the
prospects for peace and the factors that contribute to its creation and mainte-
nance in Russian-American and other conflicts. For these reasons, we direct our
attention toward the key turning points our authors identify as central to this
transformation.

The End of the End of the Cold War

The Cold War in 1985

Although we concentrate on the 1985–1991 period, we do not see the trans-
formation that occurred during these seven years as coming out of the blue. To
the contrary, these developments were made possible by prior evolution of the
Cold War, and some of these changes had been underway for years. When
Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev assumed office, the state of East-West
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relations—and superpower thinking about those relations—were very different
than they had been in the 1950s.

Important changes had occurred in all relevant domains. The Soviet polit-
ical system witnessed the end of Stalin’s terror and the cult of personality,
short-lived liberalization under Khrushchev, stabilization and then stagnation
under Brezhnev, and a de facto interregnum under his short-lived successors.
Washington and Moscow had fought costly and unsuccessful political-military
campaigns in the Third World, America in Vietnam and the Soviet Union in
Afghanistan. Both superpowers had lived through the immediate danger of
nuclear confrontation in the Cuban missile crisis and had learned in the
course of it that each superpower feared nuclear war as much as its rival. This
recognition was a catalyst for efforts to pursue a detente that would stabilize
mutual deterrence and contain the costs of competition in regional affairs. By
1985, strategic nuclear arms control agreements had been in place for more
than a decade, and had powerful bureaucratic constituencies for and against it
in both superpowers.

Both alliance systems had been transformed. With Hungary leading the way,
some members of the Warsaw Pact pursued experimental economic programs,
while others, most notably Romania, exercised increasing independence from
Moscow in foreign policy. Most had experienced major challenges to the com-
munist system in the form of workers’ revolts (East Germany and Hungary),
short-lived attempts at political liberalization from above (Hungary and
Czechoslovakia), or opposition from a well-organized alliance of workers and
the Roman Catholic Church (Poland). In East Germany, the political-economic
picture was very different in 1985 than it had been in the early 1960s, when the
Berlin Wall was hastily erected. With Ostpolitk, which began in the late 1960s,
and the Helsinki Accords of 1975, the Western alliance had recognized de facto
and then de jure both the Democratic Republic of Germany (GDR) and the ter-
ritorial settlement the Soviet Union had imposed in Eastern Europe in the af-
termath of World War II. Some scholars, Hans Morgenthau among them,
considered the Cold War to be over.

Not everything was rosy. Hopes for an earlier end of the Cold War had been
shattered. Expectations of regional disengagement, generated by the detente of
the early and mid 1970s, were replaced on both sides by disappointment, re-
newed suspicion, and increased conflict. In Eastern Europe, the repression of the
Solidarity movement in Poland produced discouragement and the pessimistic
conclusion that peaceful change was still beyond reach. Arms control appeared
more unattainable in the early 1980s, as Reagan’s commitment to the Strategic
Defense Initiative (SDI) prevented any further agreements between the super-
powers and threatened to unravel the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty (ABM), long
the cornerstone of strategic arms control.
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The Importance of the Changes from 1985 to 1991

The analysis of only one stage of a long evolutionary process compels us to pose
two cautionary questions: How important was the final stage, and How inde-
pendent was it of previous stages or developments? There can be little doubt that
the 1985–1991 period marked a radical departure in East-West relations.
Ronald Reagan’s first term as president witnessed an intensification of the Cold
War, attributable to the president’s bellicose rhetoric, support for the largest
peacetime military buildup in American history, commitment to Star Wars, and
efforts to engage the Soviets more actively throughout the Third World. Rea-
gan’s foreign policy raised fears of war in the Soviet Union, Western Europe, and
among his opposition in the United States. And Moscow’s brutal prosecution of
the war in Afghanistan and suppression of the worker’s movement in Poland
heightened the concerns of Reaganites. No scholar or policy analyst predicted
that seven years later, Ronald Reagan would walk arm and arm with Gorbachev
at a Moscow summit, and dismiss with a chuckle his earlier depiction of the So-
viet Union as an “evil empire.” Reminded by a reporter of his earlier remark, the
President explained that “I was talking about another time, another era.”

The fact that events are unexpected does not preclude their being the out-
come of trends that were underway for some time. In the aftermath of the Cold
War, some realists claimed that this turn of events was readily explicable and
even inevitable, something that none of them predicted, let alone thought pos-
sible at the time. William Wohlforth has rightly criticized such ex post facto
confidence. He and coauthor James Davis review the most recent and reliable
data on the Soviet economy and conclude that economic decline and the drain
of military spending would sooner or later have required a radical rethinking of
foreign policy. Although they argue that retrenchment and accommodation
were the most rational responses to this predicament, they openly acknowledge
that there were other choices, and that no choice was determined. Neither was
the timing of retrenchment. Even if the Soviet Union and its command econ-
omy were doomed to implosion, both might have staggered on for some time
to come.

Consider the possibility, as George Breslauer and Ned Lebow do, that a
more conservative leader had been chosen in lieu of Gorbachev, and had in-
troduced only minor economic and political reforms and had reduced ten-
sions with the West without lessening Soviet control over Eastern Europe. The
Soviet economic decline would have been gradual rather than precipitous.
Holding the line on military spending, and better yet, cutbacks in the per-
centage of the national income devoted to the military-industrial complex,
could have deferred a real reckoning well into this century. By then, the con-
text of Soviet domestic and foreign policy choices almost certainly would have
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been very different. Nationalist unrest in the Soviet Union might have been
more intense, especially along the southern frontier, and could have intensi-
fied leadership fears of falling dominoes. This in turn could have made it more
difficult to let Eastern Europe go its own way. Gorbachev hoped that political
upheavals in Eastern Europe would bring reform-minded communists to
power who would become his natural allies. If tensions in the region had been
acute and opposition to Moscow more overt, leaders in the Kremlin might
have had no illusions about consequences of allowing reform, let alone openly
encouraging it.

German unification could also have played out differently. Chancellor
Helmut Kohl promised German voters that unification would not be a
major financial burden for them, and many East Germans expected that it
would quickly raise their living standards to the level of their Western com-
patriots. Reality was very different, with consequences that Germany is still
struggling with more than a decade later, and from which other interested
parties think they have learned important lessons. Interest in unification—
as opposed to accommodation—has cooled off markedly in South Korea,
and Indians privately express their fear that Pakistan will collapse. What if
the Soviet Union had endured but North Korea had imploded and created
a staggering economic, political, and human burden for the South? If ten
years later, the former North Korea was a land of double-digit unemploy-
ment, civil unrest, and popular hostility toward the South, any West Ger-
man leader faced with the prospect of unification might have been much
more cautious than Kohl, and the German electorate more jaundiced, about
the putative benefits of unification.

The situation would also have been different if Brezhnev had died earlier—
say in 1978—and had been replaced, somewhat more implausibly, by a leader
with an agenda similar to Gorbachev’s. The Soviet Union would have bargained
from a much stronger position; neither Afghanistan nor Star Wars would have
clouded the agenda, and the Carter administration might have been responsive
to a proposal that allowed Eastern European countries to choose their own po-
litical and economic systems without interference from Moscow provided they
remained part of the Warsaw Pact. These hypothetical examples all suggest that
the goals leaders seek, the strategies they choose, the response of important third
parties, and their success or failure, are dependent on the broader political con-
text. The variety of responses and possible outcomes to the structural dilemma
the Soviet Union faced indicate that the final stage of the Cold War was impor-
tant in its own right, and not merely the unfolding of events that would have
taken place sooner or later with roughly the same results. It is not only appro-
priate but essential to inquire why and how the events of 1985–1991 led to the
outcomes they did.
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Four Theories in Search of the Cold War

The controversy surrounding the end of the Cold War is a continuation of a de-
bate that began fifty years ago. Four generic explanations—material powers and
capabilities, ideas, domestic structure and politics, and leaders—compete to ex-
plain the end of the Cold War as they did its origins.

Material Capabilities

Many realists conceive of the Cold War as a power struggle and the almost in-
evitable consequence of the power vacuum created in Central Europe by the col-
lapse of Germany at the end of the Second World War. Some realists contend
that the conflict assumed an added dimension because of the bipolar structure
of the postwar world that transformed a regional conflict into a global one. Re-
alists who embrace this latter conception argue that the Cold War ended when
one of the poles (the Soviet Union) recognized that it could no longer compete.
For them, Gorbachev’s foreign policy was an attempt to extricate the Soviet
Union from its conflict with the West on the best possible terms. The root cause
of the Cold War and its demise was the rise and fall of the Soviet Union as a
global power.1

Ideas

Other scholars conceive of the Cold War as primarily an ideological struggle.
The Soviet Union and the United States represented incompatible social sys-
tems, and the clash between them was the continuation of a struggle between
Leninist-style socialism and Western capitalism that began with the Bolshevik
revolution in 1918. The ideology of both superpowers evolved over time. In-
deed, according to one view of Soviet history, the USSR under Stalin more or
less abandoned the ideal of world revolution altogether. But, different concep-
tions of society were still at the heart of the conflict, making it especially intense
and enduring. No accommodation was possible until one of the sides renounced
its ideology and began to adopt the political and economic values of its former
adversary. From this perspective, learning by Soviet leaders was the underlying
cause of the Cold War’s end.2

Domestic Politics

Like quarks, this explanation comes in several flavors. Its core assertion is that
Truman or Stalin—or both leaders—provoked the Cold War to solidify their do-
mestic authority.3 Some variants also stress the role played by domestic politics
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once the Cold War was underway. The “military-industrial complexes” of the su-
perpowers are sometimes said to have profited from the conflict and kept it alive
for parochial economic and political reasons.4 Contenders for power (e.g.,
Khrushchev and Reagan), and allied leaders (e.g., Kim Il-sung, Ulbricht, and
Chiang Kai-chek) are also seen as provoking confrontations to advance their local
interests.5 The Cold War ended, in this view, when Gorbachev shifted the basis
of his domestic authority and needed to shift resources away from defense to re-
ward a different set of constituencies. Some scholars contend that changing do-
mestic coalitions in both superpowers were the root causes of the Cold War and
its demise.6

Leaders

Some scholars acknowledge the foreign and domestic political constraints oper-
ating on leaders, but do not consider them determining. Leaders’ choices also
reflected their goals and subjective, and sometimes idiosyncratic, understanding
of the environments in which they operated. Individual level explanations tend
toward political psychology and the constructivist paradigm: the Cold War
was—and is—what leaders and scholars made and make of it. More than a few
Russian and American scholars attribute the Cold War to Stalin’s expansionist
goals and paranoia, which they contend he made self-fulfilling.7 Others suggest
that Gorbachev was equally successful in making his cooperative vision a real-
ity.8 If leaders’ goals and understandings can influence and possibly transform
international relations, the Cold War can be described as the emergence and as-
cendancy of different understandings of East-West relations.

Five Turning Points

At the outset of our project we convened a meeting of our authors to discuss
and, if possible, reach consensus about turning points that led to the end of the
Cold War. Most of the policymakers who attended our several conferences con-
curred with our choices. We define a turning point in terms of two properties.
First, it must be a change of significant magnitude, not an incremental adjust-
ment but a substantial departure from previous practice. Second, it must be a
change that would be difficult to undo. Reversal, if possible, would require
large expenditure of material and political resources and destroy or demand the
reordering of previously established rationales, material assets, institutions, or
relationships.

Both criteria, but especially the first, entail subjective judgments, and these
judgments, of necessity, will be based on the underlying set of assumptions that
scholars and policymakers bring to the question. Events and decisions are often
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ambiguous enough to allow diverse interpretations of their meaning or the mo-
tives of the actors involved. The Sino-Soviet split, a major turning point in the
foreign relations of both countries, was not taken seriously at first by many
American policymakers and analysts. Ronald Reagan maintained for many years
that it was a calculated ploy on the part of Moscow and Peking to lure the
United States into complaisance. Only in hindsight was it clear to all that the
Sino-Soviet split was a set of turning points that marked the end of one pattern
and the beginning of another. Gorbachev’s foreign and domestic initiatives met
a similarly divergent response. Public opinion in the West welcomed them, but
many Soviet “experts” and policymakers were more cautious. When he assumed
office in 1989, George Bush was still unconvinced of Gorbachev’s sincerity.

We need to distinguish between contemporary judgments, and those of his-
tory. Sometimes they coincide; almost everyone agreed that the Soviet with-
drawal from Eastern Europe marked a radical and all but irrevocable shift in
foreign policy. On other occasions, their meaning is contested, or may be missed
altogether. For our purposes both are relevant. The historical judgments we
make are the basis for assigning turning point status to events and decisions.
Contemporary judgments must also be taken into account to assess the conse-
quences of these turning points for the subsequent course of resolution of the
Cold War.

With these caveats in mind, our authors, after lengthy discussion, agreed on
five turning points as critical to the end of the Cold War. We treat turning
points as markers of the key changes we associate with the end of the Cold War,
and as case studies in which to consider the plausibility of different explanatory
narratives. Authors of turning point chapters begin by making the case for why
the changes they are analyzing should be regarded as turning points. They go on
to consider the plausibility of explaining this change in terms of the four generic
explanations for the end of the Cold War. The five turning point chapters pro-
vide a rich terrain in which to evaluate both how and why this conflict ended.

The Rise of Gorbachev

Archie Brown writes about the first of our turning points: the appointment of
Mikhail Gorbachev as General Secretary of the CPSU in March 1985. It
brought to office a reform-minded leader who was open to new and revolu-
tionary ideas. Given the hierarchical nature of the Soviet political system, Brown
contends that the appointment of an unusually open-minded politician to the
post of General Secretary was essential for any sustained program of reforms.
The concentration of power in the office of the General Secretary allowed Gor-
bachev, once appointed, to make subsequent changes. One of these changes
took place at the Nineteenth Party Conference in 1988, where the Communist
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Party endorsed, against the better judgement of many of its officials, the plural-
ization of the political system through its decision to hold contested elections
for a new legislature and the rights of allied states to decide for themselves the
nature of their political and economic system. The freely contested elections of
1989 radicalized the society, brought new actors on to the political stage and
gave the top-down, elite-driven process of change a mass-based element. They
also were a catalyst for national separatist movements that would soon prove
hard to contain.

Withdrawal from Regional Conflicts

Richard Herrmann’s chapter addresses the second of our turning points: the So-
viet withdrawal from Afghanistan. It was a retreat from a major military com-
mitment and involved a major material redeployment and, more importantly, a
change in the political line that would have been difficult to reverse without sig-
nificant foreign and domestic costs. Herrmann also examines other regional
conflicts—Angola and Nicaragua—that helped to derail detente in the 1970s
and from which the superpowers withdrew in the late 1980s and early 1990s. In
all these conflicts, Moscow and Washington backed away from commitments to
their respective clients and the competitive use of force and moved toward com-
mitments to resolving conflicts through the ballot box. The Gulf War, like the
1973 war in the Middle East, might have revived the Cold War. American pol-
icymakers regarded it as a major test of the value of the changes in the super-
power relationship, and were satisfied with the Soviet role and outcome.
Moscow, like Washington, was concerned with containing threats emanating
from indigenous regional sources.

Arms Control

Matthew Evangelista writes about the turning point represented by arms con-
trol. He begins with the unilateral nuclear test moratorium and the offer to
allow on-site monitoring announced by Mikhail Gorbachev in July 1986. This
initiative constituted a precedent; the Soviet Union abandoned its longstanding
opposition to on-site verification. Evangelista then examines the Intermediate-
Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF), agreed to in December 1987. It too broke
with precedent because it involved a disproportionate reduction in Soviet mis-
siles and the Soviet acceptance, more-or-less, of the U.S. “zero option” position.
It was followed by Soviet unilateral conventional force reductions and with-
drawal from Eastern Europe announced in Gorbachev’s December 1988 speech
to the United Nations General Assembly. Evangelista argues that in one sense
these developments marked the end of the Cold War in Europe because they re-

10 Richard K. Herrmann and Richard Ned Lebow

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 07:16:06.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 P

an
 M

ac
m

ill
an

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



moved the threat of a “standing-start” Soviet invasion of the West or major in-
tervention in “fraternal” socialist allies. Evangelista concludes his chapter with
an analysis of the evolution of the Soviet position during the Strategic Arms Re-
duction Talks (START). Here too there were breakthroughs—the Soviet deci-
sion in 1987 to acknowledge the Krasnoiarsk radar as a violation of the ABM
Treaty and the Soviet decision to accept deep reductions under a START treaty
in the absence of a U.S. commitment to the ABM treaty—that made possible
the START agreement in 1991.

The Liberation of Eastern Europe

Jacques Lévesque analyzes what many regard as the most important turning
point: the emancipation of Eastern Europe in 1989. Eastern Europe had always
been the area of the utmost rigidity in Soviet foreign policy, with Moscow using
direct armed force twice during the Cold War to preserve the tenure of a com-
munist party there. The essential geopolitical role of Eastern Europe as a defen-
sive glacis between the Soviet Union and Germany and Western Europe was no
less important. The repudiation of the Brezhnev Doctrine was seen in Wash-
ington and other Western capitals as the litmus test of the credibility of Gor-
bachev’s new foreign policy and a decision that once taken and implemented
could not be reversed.

The Reunification of Germany

James Davis and William Wohlforth examine our final turning point: the re-
unification of Germany. The agreements achieved in arms control and re-
gional conflicts, while important, were deeper versions of familiar
detente-like easing of tensions. Hard-liners on both sides of the Cold War
maintained that the fundamental character of the contest had not changed
and that the emerging accommodation was still reversible. Davis and
Wohlforth note that even as communist regimes in Eastern Europe began to
tumble, Gorbachev still maintained his hopes for reform socialism and a new
pan-European security system. However, once the terms of German unifica-
tion were settled in the spring and summer of 1990, actors everywhere rec-
ognized that the Cold War would end. The outcome, moreover, sparked the
first real, open, and concerted challenge to Gorbachev’s leadership in
Moscow, and reflected the unfolding American strategy for security in a
post–Cold War Europe. Davis and Wohlforth observe that from a material
perspective German reunification reflected, caused, and codified massive
change in the distribution of capabilities; Germany’s power increased signif-
icantly, while the Soviet Union’s declined.
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The Relative Importance of Each Turning Point

Some readers may object to our turning points because they appear to privilege
the Soviet Union as the initiator and primary agent in the process that brought
the Cold War to an end. Beth Fischer contends that Reagan’s commitment to
accommodation intensified in early 1984, before Gorbachev came to power, as
a consequence of the Soviet Union’s overreaction to the West’s ABLE ARCHER
nuclear exercise and the president’s briefing on the country’s strategic nuclear
options, that is, its Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP). These events
“primed” Reagan to initiate efforts to reestablish better communications with
Moscow. Former Ambassador to the Soviet Union Jack F. Matlock, Jr. insists
that he drafted the memorandum in the spring of 1985 that Reagan sent to Gor-
bachev that set their rapprochement in motion.9

None of our authors are persuaded by Matlock’s claim, nor by the assertions
of American triumphalists that Reagan’s arms buildup and the Strategic Defense
Initiative brought the Soviet Union to its knees and therefore qualify as key turn-
ing points. Our choice of turning points in no way precludes an examination of
Reagan’s important role in ending the Cold War. For the Cold War to end, both
leaders had to desire this outcome, and it unfolded as the result of a process of
interactions. Each of the turning points our contributors examine required some
action by one or both leaders, as well as numerous third parties. By focusing our
analysis on these turning points, we get a good series of snapshots that allows us
to assess the roles of Reagan and Gorbachev, and how their pronouncements and
behavior influenced the decisions that led to each of these outcomes.

We acknowledge that all turning points may not be of equal importance. We
can imagine an end to the Cold War without Gorbachev or new arms control
agreements. Some other Soviet leader at some future time might have sought
and achieved accommodation. Arms control might have followed rather than
preceded a collapse of Soviet influence in Eastern Europe, or have proven un-
necessary if both sides in the aftermath of dramatic political change had begun
unilaterally to remove their theater weapons systems and reduce their strategic
arsenals. It is difficult to envisage an end to the Cold War without the unifica-
tion of Germany, but if events in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe had un-
folded differently, East Germany, under noncommunist leadership, might have
remained in existence for some time. It is harder to imagine an East-West ac-
commodation without a Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, a general easing
of support for anti-Western Third World client states and, perhaps most im-
portant, Soviet willingness to let the countries of Eastern Europe work out their
own political destinies.

Our contributors reflect on the importance of their respective turning points
and offer different judgments about them. Matt Evangelista makes the most
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modest claims about his turning point. He offers the counterfactual that a treaty
on intermediate range nuclear forces (INF) was possible in the late 1970s if only
Brezhnev had demonstrated a little more imagination and flexibility. But such a
treaty would not have constituted a turning point in the end of the Cold War
because it would not have represented a dramatic Soviet shift about the mean-
ing and value of nuclear weapons and their delivery systems. Davis and
Wohlforth make the most far-reaching claim for their turning point. They con-
tend that the unification of Germany was the most important development be-
tween 1985 and 1991, and constituted the end point of the Cold War. And
unlike some of the other turning points, it was not an artifact of hindsight or
theoretical interpretation, but was regarded as momentous at the time by every-
one involved as well as by the media and scholarly community.

Richard Herrmann considers Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan, Angola,
and Nicaragua to have been a necessary step for ending the Cold War. In their
absence, progress toward ending the Cold War in other domains would have
been far more difficult. Herrmann, nevertheless, acknowledges that arms con-
trol or the liberation of Eastern Europe might have come first, and could have
been the catalysts for Soviet retrenchment in the Third World. He observes
that Gorbachev introduced domestic political reforms before he achieved any
breakthroughs in the Soviet relationship with the West, that these reforms
paved the way for withdrawal from Afghanistan, which in turn facilitated re-
form. Jacques Lévesque makes a stronger claim for the emancipation of East-
ern Europe. He considers it the turning point in the sequence of events leading
up to the end of the Cold War. Soviet acceptance of political change in the re-
gion was not only a retreat from previous efforts to maintain control at all
costs, but strong evidence for doubting Thomases in the West that Gorbachev
and his circle were seeking new sources of legitimacy and new foundations for
Soviet power.

The Cold War began as a struggle for influence in central Europe that quickly
led to the division of Germany and the imposition of Soviet-style governments
throughout much of Eastern Europe. Conflict became less acute in the late
1960s and 1970s after the United States and its Western allies reluctantly ac-
cepted, de facto and then de jure, division of Germany and the territorial
arrangements that the Soviet Union had imposed after 1945. The Cold War
ended when Eastern European states became free to choose their governments
without Soviet interference and Germany was reunified. It is reasonable to priv-
ilege these two turning points, but with the recognition that the other turning
points were instrumental in bringing them about. To be sure, events could have
unfolded differently; arms control or withdrawal from Afghanistan could have
come after a Soviet retreat from Eastern Europe and even the unification of Ger-
many. In this case they would not have been turning points, but consequences
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of the end of the Cold War, as was the withdrawal of Soviet military garrisons
from Germany and Eastern Europe.

Building Bridges Across Theoretical Divides

Our authors attempt to see how far variants of each of the four theoretical ex-
planations for the end of the Cold War we have described can account for their
respective turning points. They do not conceive of this exercise as a contest, but
start from the premise that major turning points in international conflicts are al-
most always the product of multiple causes. The interesting question, therefore,
is, What is the particular configuration of causes that lead to each of these out-
comes? It may be that certain explanations are found in tandem and reinforce
each other. Synergy may be created by more random combinations as well. By
contrast, some combinations of causes may be cross-cutting and tend to cancel
each other out. In this circumstance a turning point may require additional,
idiosyncratic causes like accidents and confluences. Five turning points in the
end stage of one international conflict are neither a sufficient nor representative
enough sample to support any theoretical claims about the interaction among
our generic causes. But it is a useful starting point for such an analysis, and pro-
ductive of some propositions about the relationships among causes. These rela-
tionships in turn may point to ways of building meta-theory that bridges across
discreet causes and levels of analysis. The case studies also allow us to make some
judgments about the relative importance of agents versus structures and the role
of contingency in ending the Cold War.

The search for a compound explanation for the end of the Cold War, and by
extension for other conflicts, stands in sharp contrast to the more usual search
for parsimonious explanations. We need to remember that parsimony is not an
abstract or arbitrary criterion, but is determined by the nature of the case. Some
phenomena may be explained by single causes, but others (e.g., the orbit of the
earth, the spread of infections) have multiple causes that must be taken into ac-
count to explain a meaningful percentage of the variance. The end of the Cold
War appears to be a case in point. Some realist accounts aside, none of the pro-
ponents of our four generic explanations claim that their preferred explanation
is anything more than a starting point for analyzing the end of the Cold War.
They acknowledge, sometimes only tacitly, the need to rely on one or more of
the other explanations.

How Material Accounts Bridge to Other Theories

Some realist accounts assert that changes in the distribution of power lead in-
eluctably to changes in behavior. In the strongest formulation, this relationship
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is held to be independent of historical epoch, character of the political units in-
volved, or the quality of their leadership. Leaders are assumed to understand the
balance of power and its trends, and to respond appropriately. Like electrons,
they are interchangeable conveyers of forces that exercise no independent influ-
ence on events. Less dogmatic realists offer weaker formulations that give pri-
macy to structure but are not deterministic. Hans Morgenthau, the father of
modern realism, espoused such a theory. He maintained that nuclear bipolarity
could promote peace or encourage war; the outcome would depend on the
moral qualities of leaders.10 More recently, both Kenneth Oye and William
Wohlforth have treated leaders’ perceptions of the balance of power and its fu-
ture trends as an important intervening variable.11 Weak structural explanations
build bridges to ideas, domestic structures and politics, and leaders, and, indeed,
depend on them to impart subjective meaning to the balance of power and to
explain variance under similar structural conditions.

How Ideational Accounts Bridge to Other Theories

All explanations based on ideas bridge to the other explanations.12 Ideas are
prompted by experience and environmental challenges, and in this way are re-
lated to structure. Perestroika and glasnost were a response to the economic
stagnation of the Soviet Union and the belief that this was due to the restrain-
ing hand of unimaginative, unresponsive party and governmental cadres. The
equally important conception of common security was developed as an alter-
native to confrontational policies that were seen as dangerous, expensive, and
counterproductive.13 In a more fundamental sense, the end of the Cold War
and the subsequent collapse of the Soviet Union were due to widespread dis-
enchantment with the Leninist model of society.14 The ideas explanation relies
on domestic politics and leaders to translate ideas into policies. Ideas need sup-
port in high places, and often among a wider public as well. Ideas depend on
what John Kingdon has called “policy entrepreneurs” to bring them to the at-
tention of policymakers who in turn use them to shape and influence the pol-
icy agenda.15 This process has been well-studied in the Soviet context in the
domain of security policy and arms control, where scientific elites and insti-
tutchiki are said to have been an important conduit of ideas to Gorbachev and
his immediate advisors, who then seized upon them as solutions to policy or
political problems.16

How Domestic Politics Accounts Bridge to Other Theories

The domestic politics explanation recognizes the importance of ideas but re-
verses the arrow of causation. Ideas sell policies, not motivate them. Politics is
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about power, but advocacy of appealing ideas helps office seekers gain power.
Ideas are equally essential to coalitions. They form around interests, and in all
but the most corrupt political systems, interests need to be justified to leaders,
legislators, and other power brokers in terms of broader, shared interests or val-
ues. Ideas also help provide general direction and incentive to bureaucracies
charged with policy implementation.

How Leadership Accounts Bridge to Other Theories

Through ideas, domestic politics and leadership bridge to structural explana-
tions. Only the “great ‘man’ in history” approach denies the importance of struc-
ture. None of the scholars who emphasize the importance of leaders in creating
or ending the Cold War endorse this formulation. Even in the case of Stalin,
whose idiosyncratic influence is widely recognized to have been extraordinary,
the debate is between those who maintain that the Soviet Union could have de-
veloped less violently and more democratically under a different leader, and
their critics who contend that Stalin was the inevitable product of the terror-
based political system created by Lenin. Political structure is the starting point
for both sides.17

Our four explanations do not constitute distinct alternatives as much as they
do different starting points for a complex and multilayered explanation. The
controversy about explanations is really a dispute about the relevant point of
entry into the problem. For scholars who believe that their preferred explanation
accounts for much more of the variance than competitors, this is a significant
decision. For those who see their explanation as essential but not necessarily
privileged, the choice is one of intellectual appeal and convenience.

Counterfactual Thought Experiments

Historians and social scientists seek to understand the driving forces behind
events; they usually do so after the fact, when the outcome is known. This
process of backward reasoning and the “certainty of hindsight bias” tends to
privilege theories that rely on only a few key variables.18 Baruch Fischoff has
demonstrated that “outcome knowledge” affects our understanding of the past
by making it difficult for us to recall that we were once unsure about what was
going to happen. Events deemed improbable are often considered “overdeter-
mined” and all but inevitable after they have occurred.19 By tracing the path that
appears to have lead to a known outcome, we diminish our sensitivity to alter-
native paths and outcomes. We may fail to recognize the uncertainty under
which actors operated and the possibility that they could have made different
choices that might have led to different outcomes.
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Political actors are particularly susceptible to the hindsight bias. The tran-
scripts of the several conferences that the Mershon Center and allied institutions
sponsored in conjunction with this book indicate that many policymakers, in-
dependent of their country or ideology, now see the end of the Cold War, the
unification of Germany, and the collapse of the Soviet Union as more or less in-
evitable. But these same policymakers admit that they were surprised and even
incredulous as these events unfolded. They further insist that the outcome of
any decision or negotiation in which they personally participated was highly
contingent. In conference discussions and later, over drinks or dinner, they told
amusing stories of how clever tactics, the nature of the personal relationship be-
tween them and their opposites, or just sheer coincidence, often played a deci-
sive role in shaping the outcome of negotiations.20

Scholarship is the unwitting handmaiden of the hindsight bias. Interpreta-
tions provoke counterinterpretations. Historians have proposed a wide range of
intellectual, social, economic, and political causes for the fall of the Roman Em-
pire, the French Revolution, and the origins of World War I.21 Remove one or
several of these putative causes and a half-dozen others still remain. Historical
debate encourages the belief that major events and developments are massively
“overdetermined.”22 One way to counter this hindsight certainty is to engage
systematically and seriously in counterfactual thought experiments. George
Breslauer and Ned Lebow employ this strategy to probe the importance of lead-
ers in ending the Cold War. They invoke minimal rewrite counterfactuals to
change the leadership in the United States (e.g., Hinkley’s bullet kills Reagan)
and the Soviet Union (Gorbachev is not elected General Secretary) to analyze
the extent to which circumstances would—or would not—have compelled the
same general foreign policies between 1985 and 1991.

Path Dependency

The years 1985–1991 were the endgame of the Cold War. In chess, an endgame
follows opening and middle games, but not every game reaches this stage of play.
The structure, strategy, and outcome of endgames are determined by the num-
ber of pieces on the board, their location, and who has tempo. Endgames are
highly path dependent. The Cold War might have been also. Path dependency
is a concept developed in the physical sciences that has been most widely used
in economics among the social sciences. Its strongest formulation, most appro-
priate to evolutionary biology, asserts that what happens at T + 3 is entirely de-
pendent on what happened at T + 2, T + 1, and T. If true, this would make
meaningful cross-case comparison, the most common form of quantitative re-
search in the social sciences, much more difficult. Comparisons could only be
made among cases whose histories were similar in relevant dimensions. We use
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a more relaxed conception of path dependency here, which assumes only that
the history of a conflict has a significant impact, and that the evolution and
outcome of the conflict cannot be understood without taking that history into
account.23

Path Dependency and Material Accounts

Strong structural explanations deny path dependency. When the power balance
changes, leaders are expected to respond accordingly. Prior changes in the bal-
ance and past responses to them are irrelevant. Some realists acknowledge that
actors do not always perceive power accurately, and weak structural explana-
tions, as we have observed, emphasize the policy importance of perceptions. But
they have made no attempt to explain perception with reference to the history
of specific conflicts.

Path Dependency and Ideational Accounts

The ideas literature has long debated the relationship between ideas and the
context in which they arise.24 Structural explanations for ideas—Marxism is typ-
ical—consider them epiphenomena that have no independent existence apart
from the structure that gives rise to them. Scholars who argue for the indepen-
dent role of ideas in international relations acknowledge that they are to some
extent context dependent. The environment provides stimuli to which people
react, and also a social, political, and intellectual setting that helps shape how
they react. But there is ample room for individual, group, and cultural varia-
tion.25 Social concepts are generally nonfalsifiable, and, unlike concepts about
the physical environment, can make themselves at least in part self-fulfilling.
Leaders’ beliefs that nuclear war should be avoided at almost any cost, and the
recognition in the 1960s by each superpower that their adversary felt the same
way, fundamentally transformed the character of the Cold War. So did Gor-
bachev’s adoption of common security in leading to the end of the Cold War.
To the extent that ideas and structures interact, any ideas-based explanation for
the Cold War must to some extent be path dependent.

Path Dependency and Domestic Politics and Leadership Accounts

Domestic leadership explanations have not addressed the question of path de-
pendency. They posit changes in leaders and coalitions that prompt changes in
foreign policy, or changes in foreign policy by leaders anxious to maintain the
support of coalitions and constituencies. But what produces coalitions and shifts
in their membership or preferences? If these phenomena are random, we need
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not consider their origins, only their consequences. But to the extent that they
are shaped by memories of prior leaders or coalitions, their politics and results,
they are path dependent. The selection of Soviet leaders is a case in point.
Khrushchev, a promoter of radical reform, was succeeded by Brezhnev, a de-
fender of the status quo, who was followed after the short-lived leaderships of
Andropov and Chernenko by Gorbachev, another radical reformer. This pro-
gression was not fortuitous. Brezhnev garnered support for his coup against
Khrushchev by warning that the latter’s “hare-brained schemes” threatened the
privileges of office holders and perhaps the survival of the communist system.
Brezhnev’s orthodoxy reflected his personal preferences and his political need to
maintain the support of the coalition that kept him in power. The latter all but
precluded the possibility of major reform even though there was growing recog-
nition among the leadership that the Soviet economy was performing poorly.
The zastoi (stagnation) of the Brezhnev years and growing recognition within
the elite that something had to be done about the economy paved the way for
another reformer. By his own admission, Gorbachev’s reforms were based on a
careful reading of where and why Khrushchev had failed.26 One of the chal-
lenges to domestic politics and leadership explanations is to root them in con-
text to try to discover patterns associated with shifts in coalitions and leaders and
the kinds of policies they espoused.

Path Dependency and Drawing Theoretical and Policy Lessons

The Cold War was path dependent in a much broader sense. American efforts
to deter the Soviet Union through alliances, military buildups, forward de-
ployments, and threatening rhetoric, represented the “lesson of Munich” and
were implemented by leaders who had witnessed the failure of appeasement in
the 1930s. Appeasement was a reaction to the horrors of World War I and the
revisionist belief that gained wide credence in the 1930s, that Wilhelminian
Germany might have been restrained more effectively by a policy of reassur-
ance.27 From Moscow’s perspective, attempts to extend Soviet control as far
West as possible were motivated in part by the expectation that World War III
would have the same cause as World War II: a crisis of capitalism that would
prompt a restored Germany, backed by the Anglo-Americans, to attack the So-
viet Union.28

Path dependency is the starting point for the two final chapters. Ned Lebow
and Janice Gross Stein use it as a benchmark to help distinguish what was idio-
syncratic about the end of the Cold War from what it may have shared with
other militarized disputes, and to assess the relative importance, causes, and con-
tingency of the five turning points. The overall objective of this chapter is to
build theoretical bridges across levels of analysis that are necessary to capture the
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complex causation of events like those between 1985 and 1991. Lebow and
Stein frame this transformation as a nonlinear process.

Richard Herrmann in the final chapter looks at the policy lessons that are
being drawn from the end of the Cold War and explores the inferential logics
that underpin these lessons. He looks in particular at whether the processes by
which lessons are drawn about the end of the Cold War are characterized by
many of the shortcomings that plagued learning in previous historical cases.
These include the tendency to minimize the role of contingency and path de-
pendency and the inclination to conclude with excessive confidence that causal
factors correlate with outcome factors. Herrmann also considers the writing of
history as part of the contemporary political scene and acknowledges the possi-
ble effects contemporary purposes may have on the process of drawing of lessons
from history. He discusses the strengths and limitations of the various strategies
for warranting causal claims that are employed across the turning point chapters
and concludes by identifying several additional strategies that might be em-
ployed to connect causal theories to empirical evidence.

The Evidence Available for this Study

Good social science requires explanation. Theories are incomplete if they do not
specify the reasons why the outcomes they predict occur. They remain unsub-
stantiated even if the predicted outcome occurs because it could be the result of
covariation and explained better by a different theory. Case studies are an ideal
vehicle to show causation by documenting links between independent and de-
pendent variables. The nature of these links varies as a function of the explanans.
For structural theories that expect actors to react to the constraints and opportu-
nities of the international or domestic environment, it is necessary to show that
policymakers understood these constraints and opportunities and formulated the
initiatives in response to them. For idea-based explanations, researchers must es-
tablish that policymakers were motivated by goals associated with these ideas, or
framed the policy problem and their interests in terms of them. Leader-based ex-
planations must demonstrate the connections between leaders’ decisions and
their goals, personalities, and subjective understanding of their environment.

The Soviet Union was one of the most secret societies the world has known,
and it was not until the era of glasnost that Russian or Western scholars could
gather the kind of evidence necessary to conduct meaningful case studies. The
recent flow of evidence has encouraged high expectations about resolving some
of the mysteries of the Soviet system and its leaders, and much of interest has
come to light. But access to key archives is still restricted and uncertain, and pes-
simists in this field worry that the window of opportunity that we have been ex-
ploiting, which has already narrowed, may close in post-Yeltsin Russia.
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The United States and European countries have also declassified many rele-
vant documents, but others are likely to remain under lock and key for many
years to come. Additional information comes from the many memoirs that key
former officials, from Eastern and Western governments, have written describ-
ing the events leading up to the end of the Cold War and their role in them.
Some of these memoirs include excerpts from hitherto unknown or still classi-
fied reports and memoranda.

Process tracing makes heavy requirements on data, and even in data rich sit-
uations it is difficult to document the motives and calculations of key actors.
Documents are essential for process tracing, but recent studies of Cold War
crises indicate that they can be incomplete and even misleading. The Soviet de-
cision to deploy missiles in Cuba in May 1962 was shrouded in secrecy, and very
few written records were kept by the handful of officials involved in its planning
and initial execution. On the American side, President Kennedy deliberately
avoided leaving any paper trail of his agreement to withdraw the Jupiter missiles
from Turkey in return for withdrawal of the Soviet missiles from Cuba. In Oc-
tober 1973, Leonid Brezhnev made all the important decisions concerning So-
viet Middle East policy in consultation with a small circle of advisors, and few
records were kept of their deliberations. Process tracing of the decisions that led
to the end of the Cold War must rely on oral as well as written evidence.29

With this end in mind, the Mershon Center collaborated with other institu-
tions to generate additional evidence, oral and written, specifically for this book.
The Center hosted two conferences on the end of the Cold War, and cospon-
sored two others, that brought together policymakers and scholars. The first of
these conferences, organized by the Watson Institute and held at Brown Uni-
versity in May 1998, featured officials from the Reagan and Gorbachev admin-
istrations who played central roles in the 1983–1988 period.

In June 1999, Dr. Oleg I. Skvortsov, Head of the Oral History Project at the
General History Institute of the Russian Academy of Sciences, in partnership with
Mershon, convened a two-day meeting in Moscow that featured the most promi-
nent former Soviet officials who opposed the foreign policy of Mikhail Gorbachev.
Participating in the meeting, for example, were the former Head of the KGB, the
former Minister of Defense, and the Former Vice President, all of whom played
key roles in the unsuccessful coup attempt against President Mikhail Gorbachev.

In October 1999, Mershon and the Gorbachev Foundation hosted another
conference that brought together top policymakers from the Gorbachev and
Bush administrations to address important decisions and events leading to the
end of the Cold War that transpired between 1988 and 1991. Special attention
was devoted to arms control negotiations and regional conflicts in the recogni-
tion that arms control agreements and Soviet disengagement from Afghanistan
were concrete turning points in the Cold War’s end.
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A fourth conference, organized and hosted by the Geschwister-Scholl-Insti-
tute of the University of Munich, and cosponsored by Mershon, met in Wild-
bad Kreuth, Bavaria. It focused on the European role in ending the Cold War,
and on the events and decisions surrounding the unification of Germany. Par-
ticipants included scholars and Soviet, American, German, French, and British
policymakers.

The Mershon-sponsored conferences were recorded and transcripts were pre-
pared, in Russian and English, for each of them. Copies of the transcripts are
available on the Mershon web site [www.mershon.ohio-state.edu/] and from the
National Security Archive. Mershon commissioned six interviews with promi-
nent members of the Gorbachev opposition in preparation for our Moscow con-
ference, and these interviews are also available at our web site. Our authors
conducted their own interviews with former policymakers in the Soviet Union,
the United States, and Western and Eastern Europe. Some of these policymak-
ers attended one or more of our conferences, but for others, this was their first
opportunity to go on record about events in which they participated or had in-
side knowledge. The National Security Archive prepared briefing books of
newly released classified documents germane to the questions central to both the
May 1998 conference at Brown and the October 1999 conference at Mershon.
These documents are available though the National Security Archive.

We found from past experience that large conferences do not generate the
kind of dialogue that is most useful for scholars. We accordingly proceeded in a
more systematic manner to organize our conferences around particular contro-
versies or gaps in our knowledge. Chapter authors met first to identify and reach
a consensus on the key turning points of the end of the Cold War. They then
prepared a list of questions about these turning points for which they sought an-
swers for their respective chapters. The Moscow, Columbus, and Wildbad
Kreuth conferences were organized around these questions, and the policymak-
ers most likely to be able to answer them were invited to participate. The indi-
vidual sessions were introduced and chaired by scholars who posed very specific
questions to the policymakers. Contributors often followed up the panels with
individual or small group discussions with policymakers to elicit more informa-
tion. When feasible, we encouraged policymakers to bring relevant documents
or make them available to scholars subsequent to the conferences.

The evidence now available is far richer and more complete than it was ten
years ago, when policymakers and scholars first began to make competing
claims about the causes of this transformation. However, new evidence from
archives, interviews, and conferences will never produce a definitive “answer”
to the question of what brought the Cold War to an end.30 Nor is it likely that
a consensus will form around any variant explanation, or combination of vari-
ants. An analogy to 1914 is relevant. The outpouring of documents and mem-
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oirs on the origins of World War I fueled rather than resolved controversy. But
it also encouraged a more sophisticated debate by discrediting early, simplistic
explanations (e.g., the Kaiser planned a war of aggression), and elicited more
complex and nuanced explanations that built on evidence and insights from so-
cial science. By compelling scholars to specify different pathways to war, the
Kriegschuldfrage also provided conceptual lenses and analogies that proved use-
ful in understanding the Cold War and other conflicts. In sum, the decades-
long debate over the origins of World War I, while still unresolved, was an
important catalyst for the development both of international relations theory
and foreign policy thinking. President Kennedy’s reluctance to carry out an air
strike in the Cuban missile crisis derived in large part from his earlier reading
of Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August and its portrayal of World War I as a
case of runaway, mutual escalation. There is every reason to expect that rigor-
ous study of the end of the Cold War, based on new empirical evidence, better
specification, and even reformulation of existing explanations, their evaluation
by means of an in-depth case study, and subsequently, by comparative analysis,
will generate the same kinds of theoretical and policy insights into the process
of accommodation.
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