
Chapter 7

Leadership and the End of the Cold War

A Counterfactual Thought Experiment

George W. Breslauer and Richard Ned Lebow

Hinkley’s bullet still lodged in Reagan’s heart. Doctors foresee little chance of recovery.
Vice President Bush assumes presidential authority.

—AP Bulletin, March 21, 1981

Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union has unanimously
elected comrade Viktor Grishin as General Secretary.

—Pravda, March 6,1985

If the news reports above had been real, there might have been no “Gor-
bachev phenomenon,” and glasnost and perestroika might not have be-
come households words. Led by cautious and conservative General

Secretary Grishin, the Soviet Union might have shunned serious reform at
home and continued to regard the West as its principal foreign foe. The United
States, led by an equally cautious and conservative President Bush, would al-
most certainly have responded in kind. In this counterfactual world, the Berlin
Wall would still be in place and communist parties still in power in Moscow
and Eastern Europe. The Warsaw Pact and NATO would be preparing to de-
ploy a new generation of weapons because of the continuing deadlock in their
arms control talks.
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If this counterfactual—or some variant of it—seems plausible, it is because
we recognize that leaders often make a difference, and sometimes make a huge
difference. A Soviet Union without Gorbachev, and a Soviet-American relation-
ship without the personal empathy and trust that developed between Reagan
and Gorbachev, and between Secretary of State George Schultz and Foreign
Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, might not be identical to the world depicted
above, but it almost certainly would have been very different from the world
that actually took shape between 1985 and 1991. The willingness of most po-
litical analysts and commentators to recognize the importance of leaders stands
in sharp contrast to many theories of international relations. These theories typ-
ically rely on “structural” variables for their analytical power, and downplay, or
downright ignore, the power of agency. To explain the Gorbachev foreign pol-
icy revolution, realists invoke the international balance of power, or expectations
of impending shifts in that balance. Liberals attribute the change to the interac-
tion between state structures and ideas, and downplay the independent role of
leaders, contingencies, and accidents.1

International relations theorists generally seek to understand the most critical
driving forces behind events; they almost invariably do so after the fact, when
the outcome is known. The process of backward reasoning tends to privilege
theories that rely on a few key variables to account for the driving forces al-
legedly responsible for the outcomes in question. Since, for the sake of theoret-
ical parsimony, the academic discipline generally favors independent variables
that are “structural” in nature, the entire endeavor has a strong bias toward de-
terministic explanations, thus distorting our understanding of the causes of
events or accounts that are products of complex, conjunctional, indeterminate
causality.2

In retrospect, almost any outcome can be squared with any theory unless the
theory is rigorously specified. The latter requirement is rarely met in the field of
international relations, and its deleterious effect is readily observed in the ongo-
ing debate over the end of the Cold War. Various scholars, none of whose theo-
ries predicted a peaceful end to that conflict, now assert that this was a nearly
inevitable corollary of their respective theories.3 The disciplinary tendency to
privilege structural explanations is reinforced by the well-documented human
bias to exaggerate in retrospect the probability of an observed outcome.4 By
working back from the outcome, and from the known path to that outcome, we
diminish our sensitivity to alternative paths and consequences.

In our opinion, both structure and agency are important. The challenge for
analysts and theorists alike is not to choose between them but to develop a bet-
ter understanding of their interaction. With this end in mind, we examine the
role of leadership in ending the Cold War and do so through the use of two
counterfactual thought experiments that are based on a sober assessment of the
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strength of structural constraints on leadership choices. We do not claim that
“anything was possible,” for counterfactual speculation must be disciplined by a
realistic appreciation of the historical context that helped shape the observed
outcome. We ask three questions: Would different leaders in Washington and
Moscow, operating under the same domestic and international constraints as
Gorbachev, Reagan, and Bush, have adopted different foreign strategies and tac-
tics? Would those choices have led to different patterns of interaction between
the Soviet Union and the United States and between both of them and impor-
tant third parties? Would this have made any difference for the trajectory of evo-
lution of the superpower relationship?

Our counterfactual thought experiment addresses only the short- to middle-
term: the five years following the death of General Secretary Konstantin Cher-
nenko in March 1985. The longer-term prospects of a Soviet Union that
avoided disintegration in 1990–91 are another matter. It is conceivable that the
collapse of communism in Eastern Europe, the dissolution of the Warsaw Pact,
and even the breakup of the Soviet Union would ultimately have occurred re-
gardless of the strategies of the post–Brezhnev era leadership. But even structural
determinists will concede that there was nothing inevitable about the way in
which these developments occurred or about their timing. We believe that
process and timing were critical for the peaceful transition that occurred and the
nature of subsequent relations between Russia and the West.

Method

Counterfactual analysis introduces variation through thought experiments that
add or subtract contextual or other factors and analyze how these changes might
have influenced subsequent events. Thought experiments provide researchers
with surrogates for the kinds of controls normally available only in the labora-
tory. They suffer from the obvious drawback that it is impossible to know with
certainty the consequences of the variation introduced by the experimenter.5

The uncertainty increases dramatically when one considers the longer-term con-
sequences of a counterfactual. This has led some historians to dismiss the exer-
cise as little more than a “parlour game.”6

The Epistemology of Counterfactual Reasoning

We disagree strongly with that judgment, on epistemological grounds. Coun-
terfactual analysis is not based on mere speculation; in fact, it may be as richly
documented as “normal” history. The controversy over France and Britain’s re-
sponse to Hitler is a case in point. The failure of appeasement is undeniable, but
the putative efficacy of deterrence as an alternative rests on the counterfactual
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that Hitler would have been restrained if France and Britain had demonstrated
willingness to go to war in defense of the territorial status quo. German docu-
ments make this an eminently researchable question, and historians have used
these documents to try to determine at what point Hitler could no longer be
deterred.7 Their research has important implications for the historical assess-
ment of French and British policy and the broader claims made for the strat-
egy of deterrence.

Even when such evidence is meager or absent, the difference between coun-
terfactuals and normal history may still be marginal. Documents are rarely
“smoking guns” that allow researchers to establish motives or causes beyond a
reasonable doubt—even when actors leave evidence about the motives behind
their policy choices, and historians must decide how much of their testimony
is credible. More often historians infer motives from what they know about ac-
tors’ personalities and goals, their past behavior, and the constraints acting on
them. When we move up the levels of analysis from individual actors to small
groups, elites, societies, and states to regional and international systems, the
balance between evidence and inference shifts dramatically in the direction of
the latter. This is especially true of structural arguments based on simple con-
ceptual abstractions.

For the most part, then, arguments in history and social science are a chain
of inference that use selected “principles” (e.g., the balance of power) as anchor
points. Documents or other empirical evidence, when available, may be used to
try to establish links between these principles and behavior. But even in the best
of cases these links are indirect and presumptive, and can be corroborated only
obliquely and incompletely. Frequently, evidence is not available or not ex-
ploited. Readers evaluate these arguments on the seeming “reasonableness” of
the inferences being made, the quality and relevance of the evidence offered in
support, and the extent to which that evidence permits or constrains alternative
interpretations. Our receptivity to competing arguments is also significantly in-
fluenced by the seeming plausibility of the underlying political and behavioral
“principles” in which the inferences are rooted. When these “principles” run
counter to both beliefs and the reigning orthodoxy, the arguments in question
may be dismissed out of hand regardless of the evidence. Counterfactuals are
even more vulnerable to this problem, and for this reason, Tetlock and Belkin
suggest that counterfactuals should be consistent with well-established theoreti-
cal laws. This is not possible, as there are not established laws in international
relations or political science more generally; all theories are controversial, and
generally indeterminate in their predictions.8 The best we can do is to be explicit
about the principles or judgments that underlie our counterfactual arguments.

Counterfactual thought experiments can be fundamentally similar to “fac-
tual” modes of historical reconstruction. The importance of Mikhail Gorbachev
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for the ending of the Cold War can be evaluated by studying the probable ca-
reer and policy orientations of other likely candidates (Grishin, Romanov, Lig-
achev) to have succeeded Chernenko. Their likely policies can be inferred from
their past preferences and commitments, the political environment in 1985, and
the general domestic and foreign situation of the Soviet Union. There is con-
siderable documentary evidence that sustains informed arguments about the
kind of domestic and foreign policies these other leaders might have pursued.

In the final analysis, counterfactual arguments, like any other historical argu-
ment, are only as compelling as the logic and evidence mustered by the re-
searcher to substantiate the links between hypothesized antecedents and
expected consequences. Every good counterfactual thus rests on multiple “fac-
tuals,” just as every factual rests on counterfactual assumptions. The difference
between good “factual” and “counterfactual” arguments is one of degree, not of
kind.9

Criteria for Plausible Counterfactual Rewrites

The counterfactual thought experiments we propose must be based upon “min-
imal rewrites” of history. More specifically, to be treated as plausible, rather than
fanciful, counterfactual rewrites must be disciplined by a realistic appreciation
of the historical context that shaped the observed outcome.10 Toward this end,
we offer a threefold test for the alternative policies we will consider: their intel-
lectual availability, practicality, and political feasibility.

Intellectual availability means that policymakers depend on the state of social
knowledge at the time to make sense of the world and the information they re-
ceive about it. Since the industrial revolution, governments might have been
able to spend their way out of recessions and depressions through a program of
public works, selective investment, and tax cuts, but this strategy was not intel-
lectually available until the twentieth century. Since the 1970s, many govern-
ments have been attempting to coordinate their policies to deal with looming
threats to the global environment; the intellectual grounding for such efforts was
not available in the 1950s. To be sure, such knowledge is rarely consensual, de-
finitive, or universally accepted. Hence, the availability of a body of knowledge
does not ensure its acceptability. But absent its availability, counterfactual
thought experiments, to be plausible, cannot posit a rewrite of the historical
context that stipulates the presence of social knowledge that did not yet exist.

Practicality means that while a strategy or policy might be intellectually avail-
able, it is impractical in light of the resources available at the time. Those re-
sources are technological, organizational, cultural, economic, and the like. To be
plausible, counterfactual reconstructions must not be based on technological
anachronism; neither the Soviet Union nor the United States had the capability
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to deploy a space-based anti-missile system in the 1980s. Organizational, cul-
tural, and financial constraints are nicely illustrated by Norman Naimark’s re-
search on Soviet policy in eastern Germany after World War II. Stalin did not
have the option of employing a strategy analogous to that which the West em-
ployed in western Germany: of winning the hearts and minds of the population
through an expensive policy of economic assistance. Naimark contends that
Stalin’s reliance on coercion and brutality to establish and maintain Soviet in-
fluence was not a choice but a necessity given the political-economic limitations
of the Soviet system.11

The observer can stipulate the limits of practicality only within general
bounds. Some technological anachronisms are obvious; some economic limita-
tions are also relatively “hard” constraints. But other technological and eco-
nomic constraints may be less “hard,” while many organizational and cultural
constraints can be “softer” and more ambiguous, subject to being changed or
avoided by policies crafted for that purpose. Bold campaigns to overcome al-
leged constraints may marshal resources and attain ends previously thought im-
practical. Stalin’s first Five Year Plan and John Kennedy’s effort to land a U.S.
astronaut on the moon within the decade are cases in point.

Such campaigns may also fail, and thereby demonstrate the intractability of
the constraints in question. But it is important not to assume that policymakers
will define what is practicable in the same way as will scientific observers. The
“fact” that something is impractical does not mean that policymakers won’t try
it. Khrushchev misjudged the ability of the Soviet Union to deploy missiles in
Cuba without their being detected by the United States. American and Soviet
leaders miscalculated the ability of their respective armed forces to prevail in
Vietnam and Afghanistan. Similarly, the fact that something is practical and de-
sirable does not mean that policymakers will necessarily recognize its practical-
ity. For example, early in the Berlin crisis of 1948–49, the White House and
State Department thought there was no way an airlift to Berlin could deliver
enough food, fuel, and medicine to support the city, and were therefore pre-
pared to give in to Stalin’s demands. Only when the U.S. Air Force demon-
strated its airlift capability did minds change about the limits of the practical.12

Thus, if our purpose is to explain how different policymakers might have be-
haved, or how the same policymakers might have behaved differently from the
way they did, we have to consider both the limits of the “hard,” practical con-
straints within their environment and the factors that might induce them to test
the limits of hard constraints, to stretch the limits of the softer constraints, or to
miscalculate by overestimating or underestimating their practical capabilities.

Political feasibility means that many policies that are intellectually available
and manifestly practical are impractical for political reasons. Most leaders will
only sponsor major departures from established policies, or ways of conducting
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them, when they believe there is a real need to do so and think they have, or can
muster, political support for these changes. The presence or absence of political
support may seem obvious to the outside observer in extreme circumstances: for
example, it is likely that no American president could have sustained or built
support for near-term conciliation of the USSR following the invasion of Af-
ghanistan; similarly, it would have been extremely difficult for any Soviet leader
to justify a strategy of conciliating the United States following the bombing of
Hanoi and Americanization of the Vietnam War in 1965. But political feasibil-
ity is often a softer constraint than that, and can depend on the skills of the
leader in building support for alternative policies. Moreover, a leader’s ability to
wield these resources can be affected by fortuitous circumstances, whether sto-
chastic events (e.g., the Chernobyl meltdown) or changes in other policy realms
(e.g., good economic news).

The concept of political feasibility also encompasses the beliefs and person-
alities of the leaders in question. A leader’s personal opposition to an initiative
for which political support might have been (or had been made) available will
often doom such an initiative. For example, it is hard to imagine either Leonid
Brezhnev or George H. W. Bush committing themselves to minimal deterrence
and the radical reduction of nuclear weapons it would have involved, or to the
strategy of “GRIT” and the initial, unilateral concessions necessary to set it in
play.13 Leaders will adopt policies because they are compatible with their goals,
views of the world, and interests—or because they judge them tactically neces-
sary to achieve more important goals, such as staying in power. They may or
may not be able to create or sustain political support for their policies. Hence,
that which is deemed politically feasible at a given point in time will depend
on its acceptability to both the leaders in question and their actual or potential
support bases.

When we posit different leaders pursuing different policies, we must also ask
whether the leader would have had the skills to exploit beneficial circumstances.
And we must recognize that political factors may push leaders to undertake ini-
tiatives they would have otherwise not chosen to pursue. Thus, just as the judg-
ment of practicality combines elements of the objective and subjective, so
judgments of political feasibility are indeterminate to some extent.

Plausible Rewrites: Altering the Leadership Equation

To carry out our counterfactual experiment we need to substitute other leaders
for Ronald Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev. These leaders—George H. W. Bush
or a Democratic President in the United States, and Viktor Grishin, Grigori Ro-
manov, or Yegor Ligachev in the Soviet Union—cannot arbitrarily be inserted
into power by us. We must introduce plausible rewrites of history to arrange for
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their accession to power. In the case of George Bush, this is a relatively straight-
forward matter. If Hinkley had been “lucky” and assassinated Reagan, Vice Pres-
ident Bush would have moved into the Oval Office in accord with the
provisions of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment to the Constitution. We would not
have to introduce any changes in the domestic and foreign political context, al-
though under a new, unelected President who assumed office almost at the out-
set of a new administration, both would have been different.

Substituting a Democrat for Reagan requires more serious political interven-
tion. Walter Mondale, or some other prominent Democrat, would have had to
have won the 1984 presidential election, the first election following the at-
tempted assassination of Reagan. Any number of developments could have led
to this outcome, and the simplest scenario continues to rely on John Hinkley’s
bullet. A few millimeters’ difference in its trajectory might have brought Bush
to office in March 1981 and then three years in which to alienate enough of the
electorate for a Democratic opponent to unseat him. Or, Reagan might have
survived, but have been seriously impaired, and stepped down after one term,
giving the voters a choice between a popular Democrat and a Republican who
had spent four years in the relative obscurity of the vice presidency. Or, Reagan
might have decided to run for a second term, but have been rejected by voters
in favor of a younger, more vigorous challenger.

How might we imagine a Soviet Union more or less the same but without
Gorbachev at the helm? The easiest counterfactual to imagine is to extend the
life of Andropov or Chernenko another five or six years. But we can go beyond
this pathway, and eliminate generational continuity from our counterfactual
scenarios. Gorbachev could have been chosen General Secretary but been assas-
sinated shortly thereafter. This is not far-fetched; there were assassination at-
tempts on several Soviet Party leaders, including Gorbachev, and any one of
them might have succeeded.14

The Politburo could also have chosen someone other than Gorbachev in
March 1985. This is a bit more difficult to imagine in light of recent evidence.
The Kremlinological literature of the late 1980s generally described the selection
of Gorbachev as a close call, with Viktor Grishin and Grigori Romanov regarded
as the main competitors. This judgment was based on the limited, indirect evi-
dence available at the time, coupled with mistaken assumptions about voting
norms and voting behavior within the Soviet leadership.15 More recent litera-
ture, based on the extensive memoirs by Gorbachev’s associates, tends toward
the conclusion that Gorbachev won easily and quickly.16 To change this out-
come, we would probably have to change the participants in the process. De-
fense Minister Dimitri Ustinov, a conservative and one of the most powerful
members of the leadership in the early 1980s, died suddenly in December 1984.
If we posit his survival and involvement in the decision-making processes of
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March 1985, we may plausibly change the equation sufficiently to produce an-
other outcome. We can readily imagine a coalition of aged Prime Minister Niko-
lai Tikhonov, Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, and Defense Minister Ustinov
teaming up to block Gorbachev and to support someone from the “younger”
generation whom they perceived as less likely to oust them from their jobs. In
this circumstance, it is at least plausible that the Politburo could have been in-
duced to choose either Grishin or Romanov as a “neo-Brezhnevite” successor.
Alternatively, the Politburo could have dipped into the ranks of recently pro-
moted regional secretaries for a “neo-Andropovite” successor like Yegor Lig-
achev, who had a reputation for being incorruptible. Any of these alternative
leaders could have served as General Secretary for at least five to ten years.

To run a controlled counterfactual thought experiment, we need to hold do-
mestic constraints and opportunities and the foreign environment constant and
vary only the leaders in power. But any of the scenarios that would make a
Democrat President in January 1985 or bring to office a different Soviet Gen-
eral Secretary seven weeks later require changes, some of them significant, in the
political context in the two countries. We need to acknowledge the nature of
these alterations, and take them into account as best we can as we conduct our
thought experiments. What other changes might our alterations have brought
about—second-order counterfactuals—and how might they have altered the
domestic and foreign policy environment or the consequences of any of the al-
ternate strategies chosen by our substitute leaders?

The Superpowers’ Policy Repertoires

To avoid embracing fanciful counterfactuals, we must explore the range of gen-
eral options available to each superpower leader by the early 1980s. By that time,
the Cold War had been raging for more than three decades. Many efforts at de-
tente had been attempted and had collapsed, though with legacies that left cer-
tain agreements and institutions in place (e.g., the Helsinki Accords, the ABM
Treaty, and other agreements). By 1980–81, the United States had reverted to a
posture of irreconcilable antagonism, while Soviet leaders, confused and con-
cerned, were searching for a response. To understand what policies at the time
were intellectually available, capable of being implemented, and politically fea-
sible within each capital, we need to explore the general options or postures
available at the time.

Realistic Soviet Options

When Ronald Reagan was elected President in November 1980, Mikhail Gor-
bachev was almost four-and-a-half years away from being chosen General Secretary.
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Indeed, Gorbachev would not become the Soviet leader until seven weeks into
Reagan’s second term. President Reagan’s first term in office was marked instead
by his having to deal with three aged and sickly Soviet leaders: Leonid Brezhnev
(until November 1982); Yuri Andropov (until February 1984); and Konstantin
Chernenko (until March 1985). During these years, Soviet leaders tried a series
of approaches to parry, counter, or defuse the threat from Reagan’s conventional,
nuclear, and space-based military buildup, his active support for anti-commu-
nist insurgencies in the Third World, and his apocalyptic rhetoric.17 At various
times, and in varying combinations, they pursued five types of policies:

(1) Confrontation—answering militancy with militancy and confronting the
adversary with the potentially escalatory costs of intransigence. The Soviets re-
peatedly threatened to match Reagan’s military buildup in kind or with coun-
termeasures. They boycotted arms control talks beginning in November 1983.
In spring 1984, they initiated a series of incidents with escalatory potential: ma-
neuvers by the largest Soviet fleet ever seen assembled in the Norwegian Sea and
North Atlantic; a buildup of missile-bearing submarines off the East Coast of
the United States; ramming of an American naval vessel on the high seas; mug-
ging of an American consular official in Leningrad; interference with air traffic
in the Berlin corridor; and others.18

(2) Competition—attempts to avoid direct confrontation while promoting
initiatives intended to undermine the adversary’s positions, weaken and divide
its alliances, and undercut political support for its policies. During 1981–83, for
example, the Soviets sought to mobilize and sustain peace movements in West-
ern Europe in their opposition to the deployment of cruise missiles and Persh-
ing-II intermediate range ballistic missiles.

(3) Temporization—watching and waiting while doing nothing likely to esca-
late or de-escalate the confrontation. This strategy assumes that with time the
situation may clarify or even turn to one’s advantage. In the meantime, leaders
do nothing that incurs great risks or costs. This was essentially the Brezhnev
leadership’s response in 1981–82 to the Reagan arms buildup.19

(4) Retrenchment—selectively cutting losses in realms that are not central to
the conflict. Shortly after the KAL airliner incident in September 1983, in
which a Soviet interceptor destroyed a Korean passenger plane, Andropov initi-
ated a behind-the-scenes review of Soviet foreign policy, especially policy toward
the West. Although he did not live to implement the results of that critical re-
view, Andropov intended to use it as a prelude to retrenchment.20

(5) Conciliation—offering concessions to the adversary in the main realms of
superpower relations in order to break the confrontational deadlock and foster
cooperation. The Brezhnev, Andropov, and Chernenko administrations all of-
fered partial concessions in their terms for nuclear arms control agreements in
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hopes of inducing Western compromises. President Reagan still found their
terms unacceptable.

Behind the scenes in Moscow during the early 1980s, all five options were being
discussed and advocated by powerful political actors. These options were not
mutually exclusive. One strategy could be pursued in one realm of foreign pol-
icy (e.g., retrenchment in the Third World) and another elsewhere (e.g., politi-
cal competition in Europe and military confrontation in arms control).
Strategies could also be sequenced within the same policy realm. A leader might
consider following either retrenchment or confrontation with conciliation if the
first strategy influenced the adversary to be more receptive to the proposed
terms for cooperation.

By the time Chernenko lay dying in January-February 1985, none of these
approaches had yielded fruit for Moscow. President Reagan had won reelection
in a landslide; the deployment of cruise missiles and Pershing IIs in Western Eu-
rope was proceeding apace, and the Western European peace movement against
deployment had failed; the more general Reagan military buildup had been fi-
nanced and sustained by Congress, and the Strategic Defense Initiative (“Star
Wars”) remained in place; the Soviet Union was more deeply mired in Afghan-
istan, with no victory in sight; and Soviet policy in the Third World was in-
creasingly controversial within the policymaking elite. Even the conciliation
strategy, limited by the Brezhnevite premise of “offensive detente,” had found
no taker in Reagan.21 It would be reasonable to suppose that the Soviet estab-
lishment would be collectively primed for, and consensually receptive to, some
new thinking.

This was not the case. In February 1985, Gorbachev and Politburo member
Romanov engaged in polemics over what should come next in Soviet policy to-
ward the United States. Gorbachev alluded to the necessity for and feasibility of
cooperation; Romanov spoke of the irreconcilability of Western imperialism
with Soviet-style communism, and the inevitability of confrontation.22 Gor-
bachev’s perspectives were consistent with a strategy of conciliation intended to
break the dangerous deadlock in superpower relations. Romanov’s perspectives
implied some combinations of confrontation, competition, and retrenchment.
Many others within the leadership were fence-sitters, who shied away from ei-
ther escalation or far-reaching conciliation, and who would likely have settled,
at least in the near term, for a strategy of temporizing.

Realistically, then, three, not five, general strategies for dealing with the U.S.-
Soviet deadlock were being advocated within the Soviet leadership in March
1985 when Gorbachev came to power. These were: (1) a hard-line strategy of
confrontation and competition, accompanied perhaps by selective cutting of
losses (retrenchment) in some Third World hot spots; (2) a temporizing strategy
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of selectively cutting losses while avoiding any sharp turns toward either con-
frontation or conciliation in the principal theaters of confrontation: Europe and
arms control; and (3) an accommodative strategy that combined conciliation
and retrenchment. For ease of reference, we will refer to these three options as
confrontation, temporization, and conciliation. These same general strategies
were also being debated in Washington at the time.

The three foreign policy strategies we described were not unrelated to differ-
ent orientations toward key domestic issues. In the Soviet Union, the confronta-
tional strategy tended to correlate with advocacy of hard-line domestic policies:
continuing crackdown on political dissent, disciplinary-mobilizational policies
toward labor, anticorruption campaigns among officials, and budgetary aggran-
dizement of the military-industrial complex. The conciliatory strategy tended to
correlate with selective liberalization of the polity and economy. The temporizing
strategy was consistent with a wide range of domestic policies, including a hold-
the-line strategy in defense of central planning and party control, or a “Chinese
model,” which combined partial liberalization and opening of the economy with
the maintenance of tight political controls. Within the Soviet political establish-
ment in 1984–85, advocates of all of these approaches could be found.23

Realistic American Options

Ronald Reagan was elected President in November 1980 promising to rebuild
U. S. defense capability and to reassert the country’s standing as a global super-
power. His perspective on international affairs was a reaction against the so-
called post-Vietnam syndrome of the 1970s. Nor was this sentiment confined
to the Republican Party. In the wake of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in
December 1979, President Carter had begun a defense buildup, embargoed
grain sales to Moscow, and endorsed other confrontational and competitive ini-
tiatives. With the exception of his reversal of the grain embargo, President Rea-
gan continued and intensified his predecessor’s policy of confrontation by
keeping diplomatic contacts limited, using more offensive rhetoric, accelerating
the arms buildup, and publicly considering disavowing previous arms control
treaties and agreements.24

If our thought experiment is based on the plausible counterfactual that Hink-
ley’s bullet ended Reagan’s life or incapacitated him just two months after he be-
came President, we have to ask whether George Bush’s policies of 1981–85 would
have been any different from Reagan’s determinedly confrontational line.25 It
seems likely that Bush, whose temperament, beliefs, self-confidence, and political
authority within the Republican Party were quite different from Reagan’s, would
have responded in a more differentiated way than did Reagan. Like his Soviet
counterparts, Bush would have had five strategies from which to choose: con-
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frontation, competition, temporization, retrenchment, and conciliation. He was
more cautious and insecure, both personally and politically, than Ronald Reagan,
more ambivalent as a personality, and a more complex, but less visionary, thinker
than Reagan.26 Hence, he would have been unlikely to initiate any major policy
departure on his own, and been slower than Reagan in reciprocating a Soviet strat-
egy of accommodation. He would have been likely to have responded in kind to
a Soviet strategy of competition or temporization, but could have replied to Soviet
retrenchment with a strategy of either competition or temporization. Each of these
options was intellectually available and practicable: they were all part of the reper-
toire of postures the United States had adopted in some policy realms at various
stages of the Cold War. None of them exceeded U.S. capabilities in 1981–85.

Their political availability, however, is less certain. Anti-Soviet sentiments
surged among the U.S. public and Congress following the Soviet invasion of Af-
ghanistan, further fanned by Carter’s reaction to the invasion and Reagan’s cam-
paign rhetoric.27 Reagan came into office after a landslide victory, promising to
turn the tide in world affairs. All this, plus the sentiment generated by Reagan’s
hypothetical death or incapacitation in March 1981, would have made it diffi-
cult, perhaps prohibitive, for his Republican successor to embrace a strategy of
conciliation, even if he were so inclined.

While it seemed unlikely that Bush would pursue a strategy of conciliation,
four alternatives remained available to him. His ambivalence, moderate Repub-
licanism, and lesser popularity might have inclined him toward a less sweeping
strategy of confrontation, less extreme rhetoric (“evil empire”) and policies (Star
Wars), and, perhaps, toward selective reciprocation of Soviet temporization.
Reciprocation might have been more attractive after Brezhnev’s death in No-
vember 1982 and Andropov’s initial softening of Soviet terms for an arms con-
trol agreement and signaling that a reconsideration of Soviet Third World policy
was underway. The growing strength of peace movements in Western Europe
and the related worries of key West European leaders about the domestic con-
sequences of bellicose American rhetoric and policies would have added another
point of pressure on hypothetical President Bush to avoid confrontation, to tem-
porize on matters like Euromissiles, and perhaps cautiously to explore the intent
behind Soviet conciliatory gestures. By contrast, President Reagan dug in his
heels in the face of all these obstacles and held out for maximal Soviet conces-
sions. He announced his Strategic Defense Initiative only four months after An-
dropov came to power and pushed forward vigorously with deployment of the
Pershing–II and a new generation of cruise missiles in Western Europe.

There was considerable diversity within the Republican Party and the Reagan
administration by the time Gorbachev came to power in early 1985. Like the
Gorbachev Politburo, officials within the Reagan administration—and leading
Republicans more generally—advanced quite different policy agendas and not
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infrequently worked at cross-purposes with one another.28 Gorbachev was per-
ceived by some members of the Reagan administration as a skillful and danger-
ous master of public diplomacy whose goals were fundamentally similar to those
of his predecessors: undermining the Western alliance. As “Gorbymania’ swept
Europe and North America, those officials worried that the Atlantic Alliance
would weaken and that American public support would diminish for nuclear
weapons, large military budgets, and the hard-line policies they thought essen-
tial to constrain and weaken the Soviet Union. Confrontation was also advo-
cated by a minority of officials who acknowledged Gorbachev’s interest in some
kind of meaningful accommodation. Like Eisenhower and Dulles in 1953–54,
they read Soviet gestures as driven by weakness and considered it useful to hold
out for more far-reaching Soviet concessions.29 Still another group of officials in
the second Reagan administration, and much of the conservative media,
doubted that Gorbachev’s initiatives were “for real.” They perceived them as, at
best, temporary measures dictated by political circumstances and intended to
strengthen the Soviet Union and permit renewed confrontation. These officials
recommended a “wait and see” attitude—a strategy of temporization. And it
took Ronald Reagan himself several years before he concluded that Gorbachev’s
foreign policy concessions and domestic liberalization had gone far enough to
warrant treating them as significant changes.

The diversity of perspectives and personalities within the government would
have provided a hypothetical President Bush with some wiggle room to pursue
a less confrontational approach toward the Soviet Union in 1981–84. The tem-
per of American politics, as well as Bush’s personality, however, probably would
have ruled out a substantially conciliatory U.S. response to Soviet gestures.
Given the history of the Cold War to that point, it is also unlikely that any re-
duction of tensions—or mutual forbearance—in the early 1980s would have
broken down the Cold War system or significantly altered the interests and ide-
ologies in both countries that sustained that conflict. The Soviets under Brezh-
nev, Andropov, and Chernenko would not have abandoned “old thinking” or
reduced the budget of the military-industrial complex. Nor would the United
States, given the temper of the times. However, a President inclined toward con-
ciliation—whether a reelected George Bush or a newly elected Walter Mon-
dale—might increasingly have regained his freedom of action as a result of
Gorbachev’s domestic and foreign initiatives and the overwhelmingly favorable
reaction they elicited from the American electorate and European leaders.

Alternative Scenarios of Interaction

We now formalize and extend some of these scenarios by looking beyond the
specific strategies available to each superpower to examine alternative scenarios
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of bilateral interaction among them. For the sake of convenience, and because
several strategies could be pursued simultaneously in different realms of policy,
we collapse the five strategies into three: confrontation (a combination of con-
frontation and competition); temporization (a combination of temporization
and retrenchment); and conciliation. We play off each of the three Soviet strate-
gies with their three American counterparts, for a total of nine possible combi-
nations (see table), and analyze the likely consequences of these different
combinations for the course of East-West relations from 1985 to 1990. We also
discuss how subtraction of Gorbachev or Reagan—or both—from the equation
might have influenced the acceptability and political availability of each of the
strategies. The stage is set by Reagan’s (or, hypothetically, George Bush’s) first
term as president, and by the assumption that the American strategy during that
term was, and would have been, largely confrontational. Our combinations
therefore begin with Soviet policy following Chernenko’s death in March 1985.
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Soviet Confrontation and American Confrontation

A Soviet leader other than Gorbachev—Romanov, for example—might have re-
sponded to “evil empire” Reagan or “enough is enough” George H. W. Bush
with a strategy of confrontation, based on a determination to confront the ad-
versary, “tit-for-tat,” with the costs of its intransigence.30 Politically, this strategy
would have been most appealing to a general secretary who considered Cold
War tensions a useful means of building political support at home, keeping dis-
sidents in line and deflecting attention from the Soviet Union’s many structural
problems. Soviet confrontation could have taken many forms: an extension of
the war in Afghanistan that included attacks against guerrilla training bases in
Pakistan; increased harassment of domestic opponents and American media and

Strategies Short-Term Outcomes

Soviet confrontation vs. U.S. confrontation Possible intensification of the Cold War
Soviet confrontation vs. U.S. temporization Possible intensification of the Cold War
Soviet temporization vs. U.S. confrontation Possible intensification of the Cold War

Soviet temporization vs. U.S. temporization No change

Soviet temporization vs. U.S. conciliation Amelioration of relations
Soviet conciliation vs. U.S. temporization Amelioration of relations
Soviet conciliation vs. U.S. conciliation Amelioration of relations

Soviet conciliation vs. U.S. confrontation Unpredictable
Soviet confrontation vs. U.S. conciliation Fanciful counterfactual
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diplomatic representatives; the use of force against nationalist and anti-commu-
nist movements in Eastern Europe; acceleration of the arms race—all accompa-
nied by a drum-beat of anti-American and “anti-imperialist” rhetoric.

Under this scenario, the Cold War almost certainly would have intensified,
to the advantage of the military-defense establishments of both superpowers.
There would have been few contacts between leaders of the superpowers—basi-
cally, the state of affairs during Reagan’s first term—and certainly no arms con-
trol negotiations, let alone agreements. Continued East-West confrontation,
made more acute by mutual arms buildups, could have led to a crisis of the mag-
nitude of Berlin in 1961 or Cuba in 1962. Suppose that Reagan or his succes-
sor had broken out of the ABM Treaty and proceeded to deploy components of
a space-based anti-missile system. Gorbachev, who was publicly committed to
oppose any such deployment, worried that such a challenge could lead to a
Cuban missile crisis in reverse.31

Soviet Confrontation and American Temporization

This is the flip side of Reagan’s first term, when the Soviets generally temporized
in the face of an American political-military challenge. Temporization might
have been judged an appropriate response by a President who believed that re-
ciprocal confrontation would only make the Cold War worse, strengthen hard-
line forces in Moscow, and risk drawing the superpowers into a war-threatening
crisis. At best, it would have bought time and facilitated the return of a more
moderate leader to the Kremlin. Given the nature of American politics, tempo-
rizing in the face of repeated Soviet provocations would have been extremely dif-
ficult to justify to the American people.

Soviet Confrontation and American Conciliation

Some conflict-management strategies like GRIT (Gradual Reduction in Ten-
sions) recommend cooperation as a possible response to defection. But it seems
implausible that a president would have wanted to or could have pursued the
strategy of conciliation in a sustained way. A Democratic president would have
been accused of appeasement, and a Republican president would have con-
fronted great opposition from within his own party and administration.

Soviet Temporization and American Confrontation

This was the reality of Reagan’s first term. Relations deteriorated between the su-
perpowers and between the United States and its allies, particularly the Federal
Republic of Germany. Soviet temporization was based on the premise that little
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could be accomplished with a hard-line, hostile president. It also reflected the
stasis of Brezhnev’s last years and the fragile health of his successors. If Gor-
bachev, or some other successor to Chernenko, had continued to pursue a strat-
egy of temporization after 1985, it seems unlikely that much, if any, progress
would have been made in East-West relations. As part of a strategy of tempo-
rization, Soviet leaders likely would have sought to exploit politically growing
disagreements within the Western alliance, and might have selectively cut Soviet
losses in Third World hot spots. The net result might have been to raise the heat
on an intransigent American president from critics within Congress and West-
ern Europe, especially if the campaign were waged by a Soviet leader with the
public relations savvy of a Gorbachev.

In this scenario, the Cold War would have remained very much alive, but its
focus would have shifted to the political arena and could have put a hard-line
American administration with a penchant for bellicose rhetoric very much on
the defensive. Given the political weight of Cold War constituencies in the
United States and Western Europe at the time, however, it is difficult to imag-
ine an American president—be it Reagan, Bush, or Mondale—being forced into
unwanted, significant concessions on arms control and other issues central to
the relationship in the absence of concrete and far-reaching Soviet concessions
in arms control negotiations.

Soviet Temporization and American Temporization

An American policy of temporization might have been the fall-back position in
the face of Soviet temporizing in response to an American policy of confronta-
tion. This combination could have developed out of the previous scenario. The
political heat generated in Washington from a successful Soviet political cam-
paign and selective retrenchment in the Third World might have encouraged an
American president to back away from confrontation when he came to realize
that it played into his opponent’s hand. Allied leaders, especially in Western Eu-
rope, would undoubtedly have pushed for such a change when they found
themselves stretched between their commitment to NATO and a public in-
creasingly disenchanted with the United States.

Alternatively, leaders of both superpowers could simultaneously have cho-
sen to pursue wait-and-see strategies in early 1985, motivated by domestic or
foreign calculations. Pressing domestic concerns unrelated to Cold War issues
might have led them to keep foreign policy issues on the back burner. Lead-
ers might also have chosen to temporize if they believed that the other side was
uninterested in accommodation, and that they could only lose politically at
home by pursuing a strategy of conciliation. Arms competition and the strug-
gle for global influence would probably have continued in a muted way unless
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the independent action of third parties created some kind of undesired crisis.
But such mutual temporization would likely have been temporary, as the
growing costs of an arms race led to growing pressure on one or the other side
to “do something” of either a confrontational or conciliatory nature to break
the logjam.

Temporization characterized much of Gorbachev’s policy toward the United
States in 1985. The response of the Reagan administration was to continue the
policies of confrontation the president had pursued in his first term until
Moscow became conciliatory. It is conceivable, however, that a President Bush
or President Mondale would have been more inclined to temporize instead. This
response would have provided more maneuver room for Gorbachev.

Soviet Temporization and American Conciliation

Soviet temporizing could have prompted an American strategy of conciliation.
If the political heat from within Western Europe threatened a crisis within the
alliance, and that pressure was intensified by Soviet cutting of losses in the Third
World, as well as the realization that the Soviets had not chosen to match the
American military buildup of Reagan’s first term, an American president might
have chosen to respond to Soviet temporizing with genuinely conciliatory mea-
sures. The result of this interaction might have been Soviet adoption of a con-
ciliatory strategy and a “virtuous circle” of mutual accommodation.

But American efforts at conciliation could have elicited other responses de-
pending on the underlying reasons for Soviet temporization. If Soviet caution
had been motivated by doubts about the United States being a willing or reli-
able partner, presidential efforts at conciliation could have reassured a Soviet
leader and helped him to build domestic support for reciprocal gestures. If tem-
porization was primarily a response to domestic considerations, conciliatory
policies could have created something of a dilemma for a relatively new general
secretary in the process of consolidating his power, all the more so if he derived
support from more conservative elements within the Communist Party. For a
general secretary committed to shifting resources from national security to other
sectors of the economy, however, American efforts at conciliation would have
been helpful.

It is unclear whether, in the mid-1980s, a U.S. president would have been in-
clined to adopt a strategy of conciliation absent a Soviet conciliatory posture.
Perhaps it is plausible to contend that neither President Bush nor President
Mondale would have had the self-confidence that Reagan had to stand fast until
his maximal demands were met. Either of them might have responded to grow-
ing domestic and European demands for progress in U.S.-Soviet relations with
a policy of conciliation in response to the growing political costs to the U.S.
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president of a successful Soviet strategy of temporization. Absent a rapid Soviet
reciprocation of that conciliation, however, it is difficult to imagine this strategy
being sustained.

Soviet Conciliation and American Confrontation

This was the state of U.S.-Soviet relations in 1986–87. Soviet conciliation
amounted to movement toward acceptance of unequal terms in arms control
treaties, liberalization of human rights policies, and movement toward retrench-
ment or cutting of losses in the Third World, including Afghanistan. If President
Reagan had responded to Soviet conciliation by continuing to raise the ante in ne-
gotiations, by refusing to strike deals that would abandon U.S. military deploy-
ments, and by continuing to increase the military pressure on Soviet positions in
the Third World—and some of his advisors urged him to do this—it seems un-
likely that the Cold War would have moved rapidly toward resolution. Gorbachev
might have found it difficult to maintain support within the Politburo for a sus-
tained policy of unreciprocated conciliation. Hard-liners might have found it eas-
ier to mobilize support within the leadership against domestic changes that
threatened to weaken the Soviet Union. In every way, Gorbachev would have been
more constrained, and might have had to fall back on a foreign policy of tempo-
rization. Or, worse, he might have been replaced by a hard-line leadership that
promptly abandoned both domestic reform and foreign accommodation.

It also seems clear that domestic and European opposition to an American
posture of confrontation would have risen greatly and rapidly. The Reagan ad-
ministration would have found it increasingly costly politically to continue its all-
around confrontation of the Soviet Union in the face of Gorbachev’s conciliatory
behavior and clever public relations. “Gorbymania” would have put considerable
pressure on first Reagan and then Bush to adopt more conciliatory policies.

This scenario is counterfactual in the sense that it alters the actual American re-
sponse to Soviet conciliation. Another counterfactual alters the actual leadership
equation by subtracting both Gorbachev and Reagan. It is difficult to imagine a
Romanov or any other Soviet old-guard leader embracing a strategy of concilia-
tion in 1986–87. It is easier—but still not easy—to imagine Bush or Mondale re-
sisting the pressure to reciprocate Soviet conciliation, or at least to temporize in
the face of it. If either man was insecure about his political authority and less than
self-confident about his image within the United States, he might have been
tempted to sustain a posture of American confrontation and deny the reality of
Soviet conciliation. In that case, the explanation for Ronald Reagan’s refusal to go
this route, and, instead, to test the sincerity of Soviet conciliatory policies, would
be his greater political security and sense of identity combined with his visionary
urge to go down in history as a great peacemaker.

Leadership and the End of the Cold War 179

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Soviet Conciliation and American Temporization

Soviet conciliation might have encouraged an American president to back away
from a policy of confrontation in the expectation that a softer line would facilitate
further Soviet retreat. There is evidence that Gorbachev’s retrenchment and concil-
iation, coupled with his moves to liberalize the Soviet political system, had precisely
this effect. Initially uncertain about Gorbachev’s broader goals, and disinclined for
domestic and foreign reasons to take many risks, the Reagan administration chose
to temporize. The president became more forthcoming when given the prospect of
a favorable arms control treaty. If he had not done this, it might have been difficult
for Gorbachev to continue his increasingly concessionary foreign policies. Gor-
bachev could have become more cautious about concessions in arms control, or
simply drawn out the process of East-West accommodation for long enough that
the German problem was still unresolved by the time his power waned.

In reality, in 1989, President Bush initially thought that Ronald Reagan had
gone too far to accommodate Gorbachev; he accordingly temporized during his
first year in office. Temporization is usually a short-term strategy, and Bush, like
his predecessor, gradually moved toward conciliation. It is interesting to specu-
late about what would have happened had either president continued to tem-
porize; it could have led to a very different end to the Cold War. It could have
encouraged Gorbachev to try to cut a separate deal with Germany. Unification,
even if it required a neutral Germany or special status for the East—as Gor-
bachev initially demanded—could have appealed to West German Prime Min-
ister Helmut Kohl and his foreign minister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher.

Soviet Conciliation and American Conciliation

After the Geneva summit, Gorbachev’s policy toward the West became increas-
ingly conciliatory on all fronts. As noted, both American presidents temporized
and then adopted conciliatory policies. This was the path through which the
Cold War came to an end, at the time it did, and on the terms it did.

Leader Indispensability?32

The only peaceful route to resolution of the Cold War was through an iterative
process of mutual conciliation. How essential were Mikhail Gorbachev and
Ronald Reagan to the adoption of sustained, mutually conciliatory postures?

In the case of Gorbachev, we encounter a Soviet leader who made a conscious
decision to reject the ideological assumptions that supported the “anti-imperial-
ist” struggle, the Cold War international order, and the domestic Soviet institu-
tions whose identities were defined by this approach to international politics.
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He came eventually to a conscious decision to transform Soviet domestic poli-
tics in a liberalizing, democratizing, and Westernizing direction.33 He articu-
lated a vision of a transformed domestic and international order and managed
to justify his conciliatory posture with reference to that new way of thinking. He
was able to sell the approach to key audiences within the Soviet political estab-
lishment because he articulated a seemingly compelling political-economic ra-
tionale. His doctrinal innovations were ingenious syntheses of old and new
precepts that appeared faithful to the Marxist revolutionary tradition while re-
jecting core features of the Leninist approach to international relations.34 Gor-
bachev also had the kind of self-confident and assertive personality that could
dominate small-group decision-making processes, and possessed the political
skills to exploit opportunities created by stochastic events. He used the Cher-
nobyl accident as a springboard to rein in the censorship authorities and ex-
ploited the landing on Red Square of Matthias Rust’s Cessna as a pretext to
purge the military command. At least from early 1985 through early 1989, be-
fore he lost control of events, he had an outstanding sense of timing, was highly
articulate in small-group debate, and knew how to seize the initiative from
prospective skeptics.35

To be sure, Gorbachev was not a magician; he was operating in a context that
facilitated his efforts. A good deal of individual and collective learning had taken
place behind the scenes of Soviet politics during the 20 years before Gorbachev
came to power. By the 1980s, party intellectuals and officials in growing num-
bers had sensed that something fundamental had to give—that the Soviet Union
was approaching a cul de sac in both its domestic evolution and foreign rela-
tions.36 Their foreboding was far from a majority position, but it did provide an
opening for an entrepreneurial political leader ready to exploit new ideas and
build a new political base.37 Then, too, very large numbers of party officials who
resisted this pessimistic conclusion had nonetheless lost confidence in their abil-
ity to justify their right to rule—to themselves and the populace at large—and
worried about how long they could sustain their domination. Gorbachev was
able to exploit these changes in both the intellectual and the psychological con-
text, and to use his formidable political skills to maintain support—if only pas-
sive support in many instances—for the determined strategy of conciliation he
had embraced.

There is no evidence to suggest that anyone else in the Soviet leadership pos-
sessed Gorbachev’s flexible intellect, personality, and political skills. Reformist
advisors such as Anatoliy Chernyayev and Georgy Shakhnazarov, along with
other reformists in the journalistic and academic establishments, provided im-
portant ideas for Gorbachev to wield, but themselves could not have become
Party leaders at the time. Men like Aleksandr Yakovlev and Eduard Shevard-
nadze matched Gorbachev in intellect; but neither of them were in a position to
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be elected General Secretary in 1985, and neither had Gorbachev’s personality
and political skills. Other supporters, like Vadim Medvedev, fell short on all
three counts, and could not have been elected in any case. Other members of
the Politburo did not display the inclination to heed the radical advice being of-
fered by “new thinkers” within the establishment or to conciliate the United
States under the circumstances of the mid-1980s, though several of them might
have been pragmatic enough to engage in retrenchment from positions of
overextension in the Third World. In short, any counterfactual that eliminates
Gorbachev from the scene in March 1985 leads to the conclusion that it is
highly unlikely that Soviet foreign policy would have been redirected toward
conciliation, and would have sustained that orientation in the face of initial
American temporization.

Was Ronald Reagan equally necessary for the realization of a virtuous circle
of mutual conciliation? Did his personality and perspectives uniquely facilitate
East-West accommodation? Reagan had a deep abhorrence of nuclear weapons
and, with it, a growing commitment to find a way out of the East-West im-
passe. There is some evidence that Reagan’s commitment intensified in early
1984 after his briefing on a president’s possible responses to a Soviet nuclear at-
tack, and the Soviet Union’s overreaction to the American “Abel Archer” nu-
clear exercise. These events seem to have “primed” Reagan to initiate efforts to
reestablish better communications with Moscow and, possibly, to respond
more favorably to the overtures toward accommodation that Gorbachev would
later make.38

Ronald Reagan held strong views on many subjects and had little knowledge
to back up those views. He repeatedly demonstrated his ignorance of the Soviet
Union, in public and private. Reagan had a much less complex cognitive schema
about the Soviet Union than did his advisors, or some other contenders for the
presidency. Laboratory experiments indicate that people with different levels of
complexity react differently to information at odds with their beliefs and expec-
tations. People with less developed schemas are initially more likely to maintain
their schemas intact in the face of discrepant information, but to change them
dramatically in the face of a consistent stream of discrepant information. People
with more complex and developed schemas are more likely to find ways of in-
terpreting discrepant information in a manner consistent with their schemas, or
of making small, incremental changes in their schemas to accommodate this in-
formation.39 It is not surprising that Reagan, who entered office with the most
fervently anti-Soviet views, retired as the biggest dove in his administration.
Reagan’s advisors had far more elaborate schemas of the Soviet Union, and these
schemas allowed them to explain away Gorbachev’s reforms and interest in arms
control and accommodation as clever, duplicitous, and seeking to weaken the
West by appealing to the antiwar sentiments of European and American public

182 George W. Breslauer and Richard Ned Lebow

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



opinion. They remained doubting and dubious longer than most Americans. As
we have noted, as late as 1989, Vice President Bush claimed to be still uncon-
vinced of Gorbachev’s sincerity when he actually assumed the presidency.

Reagan’s dramatic about-face may also have been facilitated by his propen-
sity—noted by many of his confidants—to reduce issues to personalities. If he
liked and trusted someone, he was more prone to give credence to the policies
they espoused. Reagan’s closest advisors testify that his personal meetings with
Gorbachev at Geneva in November 1985 and at Reykjavik in November 1986
made a big impact on him; he came away impressed by the General Secretary
and his seeming commitment to reduce the nuclear danger and tensions be-
tween the superpowers.40 We can speculate that Reagan’s assessment of Gor-
bachev created considerable cognitive dissonance for him because he liked and
respected the leader of what he had called the “evil empire.” Once he accepted
Gorbachev as sincere, he worked with him to bring about the accommodation
both men desired. By the time of the 1988 Moscow summit, when a newsman
reminded Reagan of his earlier depiction of the Soviet Union as an “evil em-
pire,” the President chuckled and replied, “I was talking about another time, an-
other era.”41 It seems unlikely another president, and certainly not George Bush,
would have undergone such a transition.

The Reagan-Gorbachev Relationship

Was there something about the personal rapport between these two leaders that
encouraged conciliation and helped them to sustain the momentum of that
process once it had begun?42 We think the answer is “yes.” Gorbachev shared
Reagan’s horror of nuclear weapons.43 The fact that both men happened to share
a vision of a world without nuclear weapons was salutary to the process of mu-
tual conciliation. That they were in power at the same time was a remarkable
and perhaps even necessary coincidence.

Reagan and Gorbachev had the right chemistry. Both men were self-confi-
dent idealists unprepared to bow to political expediency. They “immediately
sensed this” about each other, former Soviet Foreign Minister Aleksandr Bess-
mertnykh observed, and “this is why they made ‘good partners.’”44 Con-
fronted with a different general secretary, who had neither Gorbachev’s
personality nor his commitment to reduce the nuclear threat, Reagan might
well have remained an anti-Soviet ideologue. Given his commitment to hold-
ing out for asymmetrical, indeed maximal, Soviet concessions in all realms,
the Cold War might well have remained unresolved and a more complicated
legacy for his successor. On the other hand, confronted with a different Amer-
ican President, Gorbachev might well have impressed and converted him with
his willingness to make so many unilateral concessions. But the lesser resolve
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and greater political insecurity of a George Bush or Walter Mondale might
have made it less attractive tactically and more difficult politically for Gor-
bachev to justify such far-reaching concessions. The perception that a Bush or
Mondale would have settled for less could have led Gorbachev to demand a
more balanced compromise. Had Gorbachev not transcended such a perspec-
tive, intellectually or politically, he might have participated in a more drawn-
out process of negotiation that could have become the basis for mutual
disillusionment—as it did in the 1970s—or, further down the line, a Cold
War settlement different in scope and form. Paradoxically, then, it is worth
considering the proposition that it was Reagan’s maximalism and resolve, cou-
pled with his willingness to strike deals and abandon hostile rhetoric when his
maximalist demands were met, and the personal rapport and vision he shared
with Gorbachev, that ended the Cold War when and how it did.

Thus, when we examine the mutual conciliation that led to the end of the
Cold War in finer detail, we discover that it was more than a simple, iterative
process of strategic interaction. The results could not have been predicted by
knowing only the strategies and preferences of the actors. After the first itera-
tion, the adoption of follow-on strategies can be influenced, perhaps decisively,
by the personal chemistry and trust—or lack of it—that develops between lead-
ers and between negotiators. That chemistry and trust can reshape preferences,
commitments, and expectations of reciprocity. It can, in other words, make the
difference between breakdown and further iterations of the game. This high-
lights, in turn, the likely indispensability of both Gorbachev and Reagan to the
ending of the Cold War in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
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