
2 Power, politics, and the long
duration of the Cold War

Mark Kramer

Most of the chapters in this volume examine the late stages and the end of the
Cold War. But before considering when and how the Cold War ended, we need to
think about when and why it began. We also need to ask why it lasted as long as
it did. That is the purpose of this brief chapter.

Two features of the Cold War distinguish it from other periods in modern
history. First, it stemmed from a fundamental clash of political ideologies
(Marxism-Leninism versus liberal democracy). Second, it entailed a highly strat-
ified global power structure in which the United States and the Soviet Union were
seen to be a pre-eminent and, in fact, separate class of countries known as ‘super-
powers,’ a status that far exceeded the earlier conception of ‘great powers.’ Both
of these features were prerequisites for the Cold War. Neither one in itself would
have been sufficient to bring about the fierce, all-encompassing struggle that per-
sisted for nearly 45 years and affected all parts of the globe.

The notion that both power and ideology were intrinsic features of the Cold
War helps us to understand when the Cold War began. Some scholars have sought
to date its beginnings back to 1917, when the Bolsheviks seized power in Russia.
The radical challenge posed by Soviet communism, the argument goes, caused
Western countries to be obsessed with undermining the new Soviet state.1 This
argument is unconvincing because it overlooks the element of power. As long as
the Soviet Union was a relatively weak country, which it certainly was until well
into the 1930s, international politics did not revolve around a confrontation
between the USSR and the West. On the contrary, the world system was clearly
multipolar during the two decades preceding World War II, and extensive coop-
eration took place between ‘bourgeois’ Germany and the communist Soviet
Union, including cooperation in military affairs. Not until the Soviet Union
emerged from World War II as the dominant military power in Europe – and the
United States emerged as the most powerful country in the world, rivaled only by
the USSR in the military sphere – did the Cold War truly begin.

The Stalin era

During the first eight years following World War II, the Cold War was identified
on the Soviet side with the personality of Joseph Stalin. John Gaddis, among
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others, has singled out Stalin as the individual most responsible for the onset of
the Cold War.2 There is considerable merit in this view. Stalin’s antagonistic
conception of East–West relations was already evident in the 1930s when he
launched a massive program of espionage in the West, seeking to plant spies and
sympathizers in the upper levels of Western governments. Newly declassified
materials underscore how successful this program was.3 In the United States
alone, more than 350 individuals were actively cooperating with Soviet intelli-
gence agencies in the 1930s and early 1940s.

In the closing months of World War II, as the Soviet Union repulsed and
defeated Nazi Germany, Stalin was able to resort to a more overt technique of
spreading Soviet influence: by relying on Soviet troops to occupy vast swathes of
territory in east-central Europe. The establishment of Soviet military hegemony
in the eastern half of Europe and the sweeping political changes that followed
under Soviet occupation were perhaps the single most important precipitant of the
Cold War. So long as Soviet military control over east-central Europe continued,
it is doubtful that any lasting reconciliation between the USSR and the West was
feasible.

The extreme repression practiced by Stalin at home carried over into his policy
vis-à-vis the West. Although it would be foolish to suggest that a leader’s domes-
tic conduct is necessarily a reliable indicator of his approach to foreign policy,
there is little doubt that Stalin’s unchallenged dictatorial authority within the
Soviet Union gave him enormous freedom to formulate Soviet foreign policy as
he saw fit. The pervasive suspicion and intolerance that characterized his domes-
tic behavior were replicated in his approach to foreign affairs. The huge losses
inflicted by Germany on the Soviet Union after Adolf Hitler abandoned the
Nazi–Soviet pact and launched Operation Barbarossa in June 1941 – a pact that
Stalin had upheld even in the wake of numerous warnings from well-placed intel-
ligence sources concerning an imminent German attack on the USSR – made the
Soviet leader all the more unwilling to trust or seek a genuine compromise with
his Western counterparts after the end of the war. Having been humiliated once,
he was determined not to let down his guard again.

Stalin’s supremely mistrustful outlook was evident not only in his relations
with Western leaders, but also in his dealings with fellow communists. During the
civil war in China following World War II, Stalin kept his distance from the
Chinese communist leader, Mao Zedong. Although the Soviet Union provided
crucial support for the Chinese communists during the climactic phase of the
civil war, Stalin and Mao never managed to develop a close personal relation-
ship.4 Mao himself, upon traveling to Moscow in December 1949, remained in
awe of Stalin, but his sentiments were not reciprocated. During the two months
Mao spent in the Soviet Union, from mid-December 1949 to mid-February 1950,
Stalin agreed to meet privately with him only twice, leaving him with little to do
the rest of the time. This high-handed treatment was typical of the relationship
that Stalin maintained with Mao. In the events preceding the Korean conflict in
June 1950, Stalin did his best to outflank Mao, giving the Chinese leader little
choice but to acquiesce in the decision to start the war.5
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Stalin took a similar approach in his relations with the east-central European
leaders. Recent archival evidence confirms that Stalin exercised remarkably tight
control over the political situation in east-central Europe, allowing only the most
tenuous leeway to indigenous officials.6 At Stalin’s behest, the communist parties
gradually solidified their hold through the determined use of what the Hungarian
Communist Party leader Mátyás Rákosi called ‘salami tactics’. Moscow’s super-
vision over the communization of the region was further strengthened in
September 1947 by establishment of the Cominform, a body responsible for bind-
ing together the European communist parties (including the French and Italian
Communist Parties) under the leadership of the Soviet Communist Party.7 By the
spring of 1948, ‘People’s Democracies’ were in place all over east-central Europe,
ready to embark on Stalinist policies of social transformation.

Stalin’s unwillingness to tolerate dissent was especially clear in his policy
toward Yugoslavia, which had been one of the staunchest post-war allies of the
Soviet Union. In June 1948, Yugoslavia was expelled from the Cominform and
publicly denounced. The Soviet–Yugoslav rift, which had been developing for
several months behind the scenes and finally reached its breaking point in March
1948, appears to have stemmed from both substantive disagreements and politi-
cal maneuvering.8 Documents released since 1990 indicate that the level of ani-
mosity between the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia by mid-1948 was even greater
than Western analysts had thought. The chief problem was caused by Stalin’s
refusal to allow the Yugoslav leader, Josip Broz Tito, any chance of diverging
from the Soviet policy agenda in the Balkans or vis-à-vis the West. When Tito
demurred, Stalin sought to effect an abject capitulation by Yugoslavia that would
serve as an example to the other east European countries of the unwavering
obedience expected from them.9

In the end, however, Stalin’s approach was highly counterproductive. Neither
economic pressure nor military threats succeeded in compelling Tito to back
down, and efforts to provoke a high-level coup against Tito failed when the
Yugoslav leader liquidated his pro-Soviet rivals within the Yugoslav Communist
Party. If Yugoslavia had not been located on the periphery of east-central Europe
with no borders adjacent to those of the Soviet Union, it is certainly possible
that Stalin would have undertaken a military operation to bring Yugoslavia to
heel. Although any such military operation would have been logistically difficult
(traversing mountains with an army that was already overstretched in Europe),
one of Stalin’s top aides, Nikita Khrushchev, later said he was ‘absolutely sure
that if the Soviet Union had had a common border with Yugoslavia, Stalin would
have intervened militarily’.10 Plans for a full-scale military operation were indeed
prepared, but the vigorous US military response to North Korea’s incursion into
South Korea in June 1950 helped dispel any lingering notions Stalin may have
had of sending troops into Yugoslavia.11

The Soviet Union thus was forced to accept a breach in its east European
sphere, as well as the strategic loss of Yugoslavia in relation to the Balkans and
the Adriatic Sea. Most importantly of all, the split with Yugoslavia provoked con-
cern about the effects elsewhere in the region if ‘Titoism’ were allowed to spread.
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To preclude further challenges to Soviet control, Stalin instructed the east
European states to carry out new purges and show trials – which, in fact, were
already under way in most countries – in order to remove any officials who might
have hoped for greater independence.12 Although the process took a particularly
violent form in Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and Hungary, the anti-Titoist campaign
exacted a heavy toll throughout the Soviet bloc.

Despite the loss of Yugoslavia, Soviet influence in east-central Europe came
under no further threat during Stalin’s lifetime. From 1947 through the early
1950s, the east-central European states embarked on crash industrialization and
collectivization programs. The results were vast social upheaval but also rapid
short-term economic growth. Stalin was able to rely on the presence of Soviet
troops, a tightly woven network of security forces, the wholesale penetration of
the east European governments and armies by Soviet agents, the use of mass
purges and political terror, and the unifying threat of renewed German militarism
to ensure that regimes loyal to Moscow remained in power. By the early 1950s,
Stalin had established a degree of control over east-central Europe to which his
successors could only aspire.

The Soviet leader had thus achieved two remarkable feats in the first several
years after World War II: he had consolidated a communist bloc in Europe and
had established an unusually close Sino-Soviet alliance, which proved crucial
during the Korean War. These twin accomplishments marked the high point of the
Cold War for the Soviet Union.

Changes after Stalin

Stalinism in its purest form was so closely identified with Stalin himself that it did
not long survive him. Soon after Stalin’s death in March 1953, his successors
began moving away from and discarding some of the cardinal precepts of Stalin’s
domestic and external policies.13 Already in the spring of 1953, Soviet foreign
policy underwent a number of significant changes that could have led to a far-
reaching abatement of the Cold War, including a settlement in Germany. No such
settlement proved feasible, for reasons I have explained elsewhere.14 Although the
two sides finally agreed on a ceasefire in Korea in July 1953, the prospects for rad-
ical change in Europe were never realized. In the late spring and early summer of
1953, a combination of developments in east-central Europe (most significantly
the uprisings in East Germany in June, which were quelled by the Soviet Army)
and the latest twists in the post-Stalin succession struggle in Moscow (notably the
arrest and denunciation of the former secret police chief, Lavrentii Beriia) induced
Soviet leaders to slow down the pace of change both at home and abroad.

Thus, despite a significant moderation of Soviet domestic policies after
Stalin’s death, the communist system in the Soviet Union was preserved and the
fundamental ideological conflict that underlay the Cold War persisted, albeit at a
reduced level. Although the extreme Stalinist conception of world politics no
longer prevailed, evidence from the former East-bloc archives (as well as material
long available from open sources) confirms that Soviet and US leaders continued

24 Reinterpreting the end of the Cold War

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



to embrace irreconcilable notions of how the world should be configured. These
clashing visions, combined with the immense military strength of the United
States and the Soviet Union, ensured that the Cold War would continue. Not until
one side or the other would be willing to make drastic changes in its ideological
orientation was there a real possibility of ending the Cold War.

This is not to say, however, that the Cold War had to continue at the same level
of intensity. The period from mid-1953 through the fall of 1956 was a time of
great fluidity in international politics. The United States and the Soviet Union
achieved a settlement on Indochina at the Geneva Conference in July 1954 and
signed the Austrian State Treaty in May 1955, bringing the decade-long military
occupation of Austria to an end. The Soviet Union also mended its relationship
with Yugoslavia, an effort that culminated in Khrushchev’s visit to Yugoslavia in
May 1955. US–Soviet relations improved considerably during this period, sym-
bolized by a meeting in Geneva between Khrushchev and President Dwight
Eisenhower in July 1955, an event that prompted officials on both sides to seek
to build on the ‘spirit of Geneva’.

Within the Soviet Union as well, considerable latitude for reform emerged,
offering hope that Soviet ideology might evolve in a more benign direction. At the
20th Congress of the Soviet Communist Party in February 1956, Khrushchev
launched a ‘de-Stalinization’ campaign by delivering a ‘secret speech’ in which
he not only denounced many of the crimes and excesses committed by Stalin, but
also promised to adopt policies that would move away from Stalinism both at
home and abroad. Although the text of the speech was not officially published in
the Soviet Union until 1989, the gist of it became known almost immediately to
large segments of the Soviet public as well as to the outside world. The condem-
nation of Stalin stirred a good deal of social ferment and political dissent in the
Soviet Union and east-central Europe. The Soviet authorities tried to reassert firm
control by issuing directives on censorship and political activity, but these meas-
ures were only partly successful within the Soviet Union and were of little effect
in east-central Europe.

Throughout the Soviet bloc, and particularly in Poland and Hungary, social and
political unrest escalated rapidly in the summer of 1956. By the early fall, the
Soviet Union was confronted by serious political crises in both Warsaw and
Budapest. Although the Soviet–Polish crisis was resolved peacefully (though just
barely), Soviet troops intervened en masse in Hungary in order to overthrow the
revolutionary government of Imre Nagy and to crush all popular resistance.15 The
fighting in Hungary was bloody, resulting in the deaths of some 2,502 Hungarians
and 720 Soviet troops as well as serious injuries to 19,226 Hungarians and 1,540
Soviet soldiers.16 Within days, however, the Soviet forces had crushed the last
pockets of resistance and had installed a pro-Soviet government under János
Kádár to set about ‘normalizing’ the country.

By re-establishing military control over Hungary and by exposing – more dra-
matically than the suppression of the East German uprising in June 1953 had – the
emptiness of the ‘roll-back’ and ‘liberation’ rhetoric of the West, the Soviet inva-
sion in November 1956 stemmed any further loss of Soviet power in east-central
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Europe. Shortly after the invasion, Khrushchev acknowledged that US–Soviet
relations were likely to deteriorate for a considerable time, but he said he was
more than ready to accept this tradeoff in order to ‘prove to the West that [the
Soviet Union is] strong and resolute’ while ‘the West is weak and divided’.17 US
officials, for their part, were even more aware than they had been during the East
German uprising of the constraints they faced in eastern Europe. Senior members
of the Eisenhower administration conceded that the most they could do in the
future was ‘to encourage peaceful evolutionary changes’ in the region, and they
warned that the United States must avoid conveying any impression ‘either directly
or by implication. . . that American military help will be forthcoming’ to anti-com-
munist forces.18 Any lingering US hopes of directly challenging Moscow’s sphere
of influence in east-central Europe thus effectively ended.

The Khrushchev interlude: East–West crises and 
the Sino-Soviet rift

The clampdown in Hungary restored order to the Soviet bloc and kept the 
de-Stalinization process within acceptable bounds. The Soviet invasion coincided
with another East–West crisis – the Suez crisis – which began in July 1956 when
President Gamel Abdel Nasser of Egypt nationalized the Suez Canal Company. The
French, British and US governments tried to persuade (and compel) Nasser to
reverse his decision, but their efforts proved of no avail. In late October 1956,
Israeli forces moved into Suez in an operation that was broadly coordinated with
Britain and France. The following day, French and British forces joined the Israeli
incursions. Soviet leaders mistakenly assumed that the United States would support
its British and French allies. The Soviet decision to intervene in Hungary was based
in part on this erroneous assumption, and was also facilitated by the perception that
a military crackdown would incur less international criticism if it took place while
much of the world’s attention was distracted by events in the Middle East.

As it turned out, the Eisenhower administration sided against the British and
French and helped compel the foreign troops to pull out of Egypt. The US and
Soviet governments experienced considerable friction during the crisis (especially
when Soviet Prime Minister Nikolai Bulganin made veiled nuclear threats against
the French and British), but their stances were largely compatible. The US deci-
sion to oppose the French and British proved to be a turning point for the North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the alliance formed in 1949 to help cement
ties between western Europe and the United States against the common Soviet
threat. Although NATO continued to be a robust military-political organization
throughout the Cold War, the French and British governments knew after the Suez
crisis that they could not automatically count on US support during crises even
when the Soviet Union was directly involved.

In these ways, the events of October–November 1956 reinforced Cold War
alignments on the Soviet side (by halting any further loss of Soviet control in east-
central Europe) but loosened them somewhat on the Western side, as fissures
within NATO gradually emerged. The Warsaw Pact – the Soviet-led alliance with
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the east European countries that was established in mid-1955 – was still largely
a paper organization (and remained so until the early 1960s), but the invasion of
Hungary kept the alliance intact. In the West, by contrast, relations within NATO
were more strained than before. Although some differences within the alliance
had already surfaced in the early 1950s during debate on proposals to establish a
European Defense Community (proposals that never materialized), the Suez
crisis had a much more jarring effect.

A number of other East–West crises erupted in the late 1950s, notably the
Quemoy-Matsu offshore islands dispute between Communist China and the
United States in 1958 and the periodic Berlin crises from 1958 through 1962.
Serious though these events were, they were soon overshadowed by a schism
within the communist world. The Soviet Union and China, which had been
staunch allies during the Stalin era, came into bitter conflict less than a decade
after Stalin’s death. The split between the two communist powers, stemming in
part from genuine policy and ideological differences and in part from a personal
clash between Khrushchev and Mao Zedong, developed out of the public eye in
the late 1950s.19 The dispute intensified in June 1959 when the Soviet Union
abruptly terminated its secret nuclear weapons cooperation agreement with China
(though this action was not taken in time to prevent the Chinese from building
their own nuclear weapons just five years later). Khrushchev’s highly publicized
visit to the United States in September 1959 further antagonized the Chinese, and
a last-ditch meeting between Khrushchev and Mao in Beijing right after
Khrushchev’s tour of the United States failed to resolve any of the issues dividing
the two sides.20 From then on, Sino-Soviet relations steadily deteriorated. As
news of the conflict spread throughout the world, Khrushchev and Mao made
a few additional attempts to reconcile their differences, but the split, if anything,
grew even wider. Hopes of restoring a semblance of unity in the international
communist movement quickly faded as the Soviet Union and China vied with
one another for the backing of foreign communist parties, including those long
affiliated with Moscow.

The spill-over from the Sino-Soviet conflict into east-central Europe was evi-
dent almost immediately. In late 1960 and early 1961 the Albanian leader, Enver
Hoxha, sparked a crisis with the Soviet Union by openly aligning his country with
China, a precedent that caused alarm in Moscow.21 The Soviet Union imposed
strict economic sanctions against Albania, withdrew all Soviet technicians and
military advisers from the country, took back eight of the twelve submarines it
had given the Albanians, dismantled Soviet naval facilities at the Albanian port of
Vlora, and engaged in bitter polemical exchanges with the Albanian leadership.
Khrushchev also ordered Soviet warships to conduct maneuvers along the
Albanian coast, and he secretly encouraged pro-Moscow rivals of Hoxha to carry
out a coup.22 The coup attempt was rebuffed, and the other means of coercion
proved insufficient to get rid of Hoxha or to bring about a change of policy. The
‘loss’ of Albania, though trivial compared to the earlier split with Yugoslavia and
the deepening rift with China, marked the second time since 1945 that the Soviet
sphere of influence in east-central Europe had been breached.
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An even worse development from Moscow’s perspective was the discovery that
China was secretly attempting to induce other east-central European countries to
follow Albania’s lead. At a closed plenum of the Central Committee of the Soviet
Communist Party in December 1963, the top Soviet official responsible for intra-
bloc relations, Yurii Andropov, noted that the Chinese had been focusing their
efforts on Poland, Hungary and East Germany:

The Chinese leaders are carrying out a policy of crude sabotage in relation
to Poland, Hungary and the GDR. Characteristic of this is the fact that in
September of this year, during conversations with a Hungarian official in
China, Politburo member Chu De declared that China would welcome it if
the Hungarian comrades diverged from the CPSU’s line. But, Chu De threat-
ened, if you remain on the side of the revisionists, we will have to take a
stance against you.23

China’s efforts bore little fruit in the end, but Soviet leaders at the time could not
be sure of what would ultimately happen. The very fact that China was seeking to
foment discord within the Soviet bloc was enough to provoke consternation in
Moscow.

The emergence of the Sino-Soviet split, the attempts by China to lure away one
or more of the east-central European countries, the competition between Moscow
and Beijing for influence among non-ruling communist parties, and the assistance
given by China to the communist governments in North Vietnam and North Korea
complicated the bipolar nature of the Cold War but did not fundamentally change
it. International politics continued to revolve mainly around an intense conflict
between two broad groups: (1) the Soviet Union and other communist countries,
and (2) the United States and its NATO and east Asian allies. The fissures within
these two camps, salient as they may have been, did not eliminate or even dimin-
ish the confrontation between the communist East and the democratic West.
Individual countries within each bloc acquired greater leverage and room for
maneuver, but the US–Soviet divide was still the primary basis of world politics.

The early 1960s: a tacit settlement?

The intensity of the Cold War escalated in the early 1960s with the accession of
a new US administration headed by John F. Kennedy. The Kennedy administra-
tion was determined to resolve two volatile issues in East–West relations: the sta-
tus of Cuba, which had aligned itself with the Soviet Union after communist
insurgents led by Fidel Castro seized power in 1959; and the status of Berlin.
These issues gave rise to a succession of crises in the early 1960s, beginning with
the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba in April 1961 and continuing through the Cuban
missile crisis in October 1962. At the Bay of Pigs, a US-sponsored force of Cuban
exiles was quickly rounded up and Castro remained in power. But the Kennedy
administration continued to pursue a number of top-secret programs to destabi-
lize the Castro government and get rid of the Cuban leader.24 Khrushchev, for his
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part, sought to force matters on Berlin. The showdown that ensued in the late
summer and fall of 1961 nearly brought US and Soviet military forces into direct
conflict. In late October 1961, Soviet leaders mistakenly assumed that US tanks
deployed at Checkpoint Charlie (the main border crossing point along the Berlin
divide) were preparing to move into East Berlin, and they sent ten Soviet tanks to
counter the incursion. Although Khrushchev and Kennedy managed to defuse the
crisis by privately agreeing that the Soviet forces would be withdrawn first, the
status of Berlin remained a point of contention.

These tensions provided the backdrop for the Cuban missile crisis.25 In the late
spring of 1962 Soviet leaders approved plans for the secret deployment of
medium-range nuclear missiles in Cuba. In the summer and early fall of 1962 the
Soviet General Staff oversaw a massive operation (codenamed ‘Anadyr’) to install
dozens of missiles and support equipment in Cuba, to deploy some 42,000 Soviet
combat forces to the island to protect the missiles, and to send nuclear warheads
to Cuba for storage and possible deployment – all under conditions of extraordi-
nary secrecy. The idea was to present the United States with a fait accompli.

Operation Anadyr proceeded smoothly until mid-October 1962, just a few weeks
before the medium-range missiles were due to become operational. On 15 October,
US intelligence analysts reported to Kennedy that an American U-2 reconnaissance
flight had detected Soviet missile sites under construction on Cuba. Based on this
disclosure, Kennedy made a dramatic speech on 22 October revealing the presence
of the missiles and demanding that they be removed. There were many things that
the Kennedy administration did not know at the time – that tens of thousands of
Soviet combat troops had been surreptitiously deployed in Cuba, that nuclear war-
heads had already arrived in port and could have been placed on missiles, and that
the commander of Soviet forces on the island, General Issa Pliev, had requested
authority to install nuclear warheads on tactical missiles and use them, if necessary,
against a US invading force (a request that was denied by Khrushchev) – but the
administration’s discovery of the presence of the medium-range missiles was itself
sufficient grounds for the most intense crisis of the Cold War.

In the standoff that developed over the next several days, officials on both sides
feared that war would ensue, possibly leading to a devastating nuclear exchange.
This fear, as much as anything else, spurred both Kennedy and Khrushchev to do
their utmost to find a peaceful way out. At the height of the crisis, Castro sent a
secret cable to Khrushchev urging him to launch a nuclear strike against the
United States if US troops invaded Cuba, but Khrushchev rebuked the Cuban
leader and intensified his efforts to forge a compromise through secret back-
channel negotiations.26 As the crisis neared its breaking point, the two sides
arrived at a settlement that provided for the withdrawal of all Soviet medium-
range missiles from Cuba and a pledge by the United States that it would not
invade Cuba. In addition, Kennedy secretly promised that US Jupiter missiles
based in Turkey would be removed within ‘four to five months’. This secret offer,
presented by the President’s brother and closest aide, Robert Kennedy, was not
publicly disclosed until many years later, but the agreement that was made public
in late October 1962 sparked enormous relief around the world.
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The intensity of the Cuban missile crisis prompted efforts by both sides to
ensure that future crises would not come as close to a nuclear war.
Communications between Kennedy and Khrushchev during the crisis had been
extremely difficult at times and had posed the risk of misunderstandings that
might have proven fatal. To help alleviate this problem, the two countries sought
to establish a secure communications link that would enable the top leaders to
transmit messages instantly to one another. This proposal inspired the signing of
the Hot Line Agreement in June 1963, an agreement that rested on proposals
already floated by both sides in the 1950s and early 1960s.27 The agreement,
which provided for a special teletype connection between Washington and
Moscow, was a milestone in US–Soviet relations, marking the first successful
attempt by the two countries to achieve a bilateral document that would reduce
the danger of an unintended nuclear war. The Hot Line was upgraded and
modernized in three phases in the 1970s and 1980s.

The joint memorandum establishing the Hot Line was symbolic of a more gen-
eral improvement in US–Soviet relations that began soon after the Cuban missile
crisis was resolved. Having been chastened by the events of October 1962,
Kennedy and Khrushchev each began to consider ways of settling matters that
until recently had seemed intractable. This new spirit was reflected in a much-
heralded speech by Kennedy at American University in June 1963. Although
neither side intended to make any radical changes in its policies, both leaders
looked for areas of agreement that might be feasibly addressed in the near term.
One consequence of this new flexibility was the signing of the Limited Test Ban
Treaty (LTBT) in August 1963, an agreement that Kennedy had strongly pro-
moted in his June 1963 speech.28 Negotiations on the test ban had dragged on
since the 1950s, with remarkably little to show for them. But in the new climate
of 1963 a number of stumbling blocks were resolved, and each side made a few
key concessions. The resulting agreement permitted the two countries to continue
testing nuclear weapons underground, but it prohibited explosions in the atmos-
phere, underwater and in outer space. The agreement encountered some resistance
in the US Congress, but the United States ultimately ratified it, allowing the treaty
to take effect in October 1963.

Some scholars have argued that this burst of activity in the wake of the Cuban
missile crisis was tantamount to the end of the Cold War. (The chapter below by
Anders Stephanson is a case in point.) In a sustained study along these lines,
Marc Trachtenberg has recently contended that the German question – which he
sees as the defining element of the Cold War – was essentially resolved by the
steps undertaken in 1961–63 to cope with the Berlin crisis, the Cuban missile cri-
sis and their aftermath.29 The building of the Berlin Wall in August 1961, accord-
ing to Trachtenberg, effectively resolved the status of Berlin, and the LTBT, in his
view, amounted to a de facto peace treaty in so far as West Germany’s signature
on it (after considerable hesitation by Chancellor Konrad Adenauer) provided
Moscow with a guarantee that the West Germans would not acquire their own
nuclear weapons. Although it took another five years before the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) was signed and nearly a decade before a formal
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Quadripartite Agreement was concluded on the status of Berlin and a series of
bilateral peace treaties were signed between West Germany and its east European
neighbors, Trachtenberg believes that these matters had been fundamentally
settled by late 1963.

This argument is unconvincing. The notion that the German question was resolved
through the building of the Berlin Wall and the signing of the LTBT is problematic.
It is true that the exodus of East Berliners to West Berlin was choked off, but the
status of the city was left ambiguous for another decade. Moreover, the absence of
formal peace treaties until the early 1970s created the potential for another crisis.
Trachtenberg’s claim that the question of Germany’s nuclear status was settled in
1963 is equally dubious. The initiative to form a Multilateral Force (MLF) among
the European NATO members, a proposal that Soviet leaders claimed would facil-
itate West Germany’s acquisition of nuclear weapons (directly or indirectly), reached
its zenith in 1964.30 Not until late 1965 was the MLF idea finally defunct. The main
reason that Soviet leaders were so anxious to move ahead with the NPT and to ensure
that West Germany would be a party to it is that the nuclear weapons status of
Germany had not yet been resolved, despite the demise of the MLF.

Indeed, it was precisely because ambiguity continued to characterize the
German question that some West German politicians initially believed that
Ostpolitik (an effort initiated by the West German government in the mid- to late
1960s to seek a rapprochement between East and West Germany) could be pur-
sued largely on West Germany’s terms, without going through Moscow. The
Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968 disabused them of this notion,
and from then on Ostpolitik was reoriented to accommodate Soviet concerns. The
early years of Ostpolitik and the ensuing frictions with Moscow underscored the
importance of dispelling any further ambiguity about the German question.

The continuation of the Cold War

Even if the German question had been more conclusively resolved by 1963, the
notion that the Cold War was over by that point, as Stephanson and others argue,
is untenable. The two core features of the Cold War – the fundamental ideologi-
cal conflict between liberal democracy and Marxism-Leninism, and the military
pre-eminence of the two superpowers – remained intact throughout the 1960s,
1970s and early to mid-1980s. As long as the conditions underlying the Cold War
were in place, the Cold War itself was bound to continue both in Europe and else-
where. This was symbolized by the hundreds of thousands of heavily armed
NATO and Warsaw Pact troops who confronted one another along the East
German–West German border until 1989.

To say that the Cold War continued after 1963 is not, however, to say that all of
its aspects remained unchanged. On the contrary, although the bipolar structure
of international politics persisted, a number of important developments compli-
cated the picture. The sharp deterioration of Sino-Soviet relations in the 1960s,
culminating in border clashes in 1969, intensified the earlier disarray within the
communist world and paved the way for a momentous rapprochement between

Power, politics, and the long duration 31

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



the United States and China in the 1970s. The realignment of China away
from the Soviet Union and towards the United States obviously provided a major
fillip to the West. The situation within the communist world was also complicated
by the rise of what became known as ‘Eurocommunism’ in the 1970s. In several
West European countries, notably Italy, France, Spain and Portugal, communist
parties either had long been or were becoming politically influential. In the after-
math of the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, several of these parties
(the French party was a notable exception) sought to distance themselves from
Moscow. This latest fissure within the world communist movement eroded Soviet
influence in western Europe and significantly altered the complexion of west
European politics. In east-central Europe, too, the rise of Eurocommunism tended
to weaken Soviet influence by creating an alluring alternative to the Soviet model
of communism.

The Cold War was also affected, albeit not drastically, by the rise of East–West
détente. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, relations between the United States and
the Soviet Union significantly improved, leading to the conclusion of strategic
arms-control accords and bilateral trade agreements. This US–Soviet détente was
accompanied by a related but separate Soviet–west European détente, spurred on
by the Ostpolitik of West Germany. The initial version of Ostpolitik had been
viewed with suspicion in Moscow, but the recasting of the policy after the Soviet
invasion of Czechoslovakia was far more in line with Moscow’s preferences. A
series of multilateral and bilateral agreements regarding Berlin and Germany in
the early 1970s and the signing of the Helsinki accords in 1975 symbolized the
spirit of the new European détente. Even after the US–Soviet détente began to
fray in the mid- to late 1970s, the Soviet–west European rapprochement stayed
largely on track. Although the west European countries continued to be firmly
allied with the United States within the NATO framework, the west Europeans
also took on a mediation role in several US–Soviet disputes.

The growing fissures within the Eastern bloc and the rise of East–West détente
introduced important new elements to the global scene, but did not fundamentally
change the nature of the Cold War or the structure of the international system.
Looking back now, from the perspective of what happened in 1989–91, we might
be tempted to conclude that by the 1970s (or even by the early 1960s, as Stephanson
would have it) the end of the Cold War had become inevitable. But this would be
the post hoc fallacy of attributing inevitability to events that, at the time they were
occurring, were far more uncertain, tentative and contingent. Many events seem
inevitable in retrospect, but the reality is almost invariably more complex.

Even when détente was at its height, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Cold
War politics intruded into far-flung regions of the globe. A number of crucial
events at the time proved how entrenched the Cold War still was. The Soviet inva-
sion of Czechoslovakia in August 1968, which brought an end to the ‘Prague
Spring’, demonstrated the limits of what could be changed in east-central Europe.
Soviet leaders were not about to tolerate a major disruption of the Warsaw Pact or
to accept far-reaching political changes that would undercut the stability of the
communist bloc.31 Similarly, the Vietnam War, which embroiled hundreds of
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thousands of US troops from 1965 through 1975, is incomprehensible except in
a Cold War context. Stephanson’s notion that the Cold War had ended by 1963
seems particularly odd in light of the pending escalation in Vietnam.

In the 1970s as well, many events would have defied logic had they not
occurred in the context of the Cold War. US–Soviet wrangling in the Middle East
in October 1973 and, even more so, the confrontations over Angola in 1975–76
and Ethiopia in 1977–78 would have been pointless were it not for the perception
in both Moscow and Washington that the two superpowers were locked in a zero-
sum competition for influence around the globe. Soviet gains in the Third World
in the 1970s, coming on the heels of the US defeat in Vietnam, were depicted by
Soviet leaders as a ‘shift in the correlation of forces’ that would increasingly favor
Moscow. Many US officials and commentators voiced pessimism about the ero-
sion of US influence and the declining capacity of the United States to contain
Soviet power. From today’s perspective, it is easy to forget how bleak the
US–Soviet relationship often seemed in the mid- to late 1970s.

Anyone in the 1970s who thought that the Cold War was over was due for a
rude awakening in late 1979, when US–Soviet relations took a sharp turn for the
worse. This trend was the product of a number of events, including human rights
violations in the Soviet Union, domestic political maneuvering in the United
States, tensions over Soviet gains in the Horn of Africa, NATO’s decision in
December 1979 to station new nuclear missiles in western Europe to offset the
Soviet Union’s recent deployments of SS-20 missiles and, above all, the Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan on Christmas Day 1979. By this point, the more relaxed
atmosphere of the early 1970s was a distant memory, and acrimonious exchanges
between the two sides intensified.

The endgame

The collapse of the US–Soviet détente in the late 1970s left no doubt about the
staying power of the Cold War. One of the reasons that Ronald Reagan won the
US presidency in 1980 is that voters perceived him as a stronger leader for a
period of heightened US–Soviet antagonism. Although the renewed tensions of
the early 1980s did not spark a crisis of the same intensity as those that erupted
in the early 1950s and early 1960s, the hostility between the two sides was acute,
and the rhetoric became inflammatory enough to spark a brief war scare in 1983.

Even before Reagan was elected, the outbreak of a political and economic cri-
sis in Poland in the summer of 1980, giving rise to the independent trade union
known as ‘Solidarity’, created a potential flashpoint in US–Soviet relations. The
relentless pressure that Soviet leaders exerted on the Polish authorities over the
next year and a half, demanding that they crush Solidarity and all other ‘anti-
socialist’ elements, demonstrated once again the limits of what could be changed
in east-central Europe.32 Unlike in Czechoslovakia in 1968, when the Soviet
Politburo wanted to get rid of the reform-minded officials who launched the
Prague Spring, the leaders of the Polish Communist party remained loyal to
Moscow. Instead, the problem in Poland was a rebellion ‘from below’. Soviet
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leaders were willing to send tank and motorized infantry divisions to Poland to
assist with the implementation of martial law, but the Polish authorities repeatedly
warned that the entry of Soviet troops into Poland would provoke a ‘catastrophe’.
Under continued pressure, the Polish leader, General Wojciech Jaruzelski, suc-
cessfully imposed martial law (stan wojenny) in Poland in December 1981, arrest-
ing thousands of Solidarity activists and banning the organization. Jaruzelski’s
‘internal solution’ precluded any test of Moscow’s restraint and restored con-
formity to the Soviet bloc at relatively low cost. The surprisingly smooth crack-
down in Poland also helped prevent any further disruption in Soviet–east
European relations over the next several years.

Even if the Polish crisis had never arisen, East–West tensions over numerous other
matters would have increased sharply in the early 1980s. Recriminations over the
deployment of intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF) in Europe, and the rise of
anti-nuclear movements in western Europe and the United States, dominated
East–West relations in the early 1980s. To thwart NATO’s plans, the Soviet Union
made a vigorous effort to exploit and manipulate the Western anti-INF movements.33

The deployment of NATO’s missiles on schedule in late 1983 and 1984 helped
defuse popular opposition to the INF but the acrimony left by the dispute highlighted
the growing role of public opinion and mass movements in Cold War politics.

Much the same was true about the effect of anti-nuclear sentiment on the
Reagan administration’s programs to modernize US strategic nuclear forces and
its subsequent plans, announced with great fanfare in March 1983, to pursue the
Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI). These efforts and the rhetoric accompanying
them sparked dismay not only among Western anti-nuclear activists but in
Moscow as well. Soviet leaders even worried that the Reagan administration
might be considering a surprise nuclear strike, and they ordered Soviet intelli-
gence agencies to look for preparations of such an attack.34 The level of appre-
hension in Moscow reached its peak in the fall of 1983. In the United States,
however, public pressure and the rise of a ‘nuclear freeze’ movement induced the
Reagan administration to reconsider its earlier aversion to nuclear arms control.
Although political uncertainty in Moscow in the first half of the 1980s made it
difficult to resume arms-control talks or to reduce bilateral tensions, there was no
question by the mid-1980s that the Reagan administration was far more intent on
pursuing arms control than it had been earlier.

This change of heart in Washington, while important, was almost inconse-
quential compared to the extraordinary developments in Moscow in the latter half
of the 1980s. The rise to power of Mikhail Gorbachev in March 1985 was soon
followed by broad political reforms and a gradual reassessment of the basic prem-
ises of Soviet foreign policy. Over time, the ‘new thinking’ in Soviet foreign pol-
icy became more radical. Soviet officials made clear that fundamental tenets of
Marxism-Leninism might be due for revision. The test of Gorbachev’s new
approach came in 1989, when peaceful transformations in Poland and Hungary
brought non-communist rulers to power. Gorbachev not only tolerated but
actively encouraged this development. The orthodox communist regimes in East
Germany, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia and Romania did their best to stave off the
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tide of reform, but the momentum created by Gorbachev’s reforms and by the
emergence of a Solidarity-led government in Poland in September 1989 proved
irresistible. A series of upheavals in October–December 1989 brought about the
downfall of the four orthodox regimes. In these cases, too, Gorbachev promoted
radical changes and the transition to non-communist governments.

The remarkable series of events following Gorbachev’s ascendance, culminat-
ing in the largely peaceful revolutions of 1989, marked the true end of the Cold
War. Soviet military power was still enormous in 1989, and in that sense the
Soviet Union was still a superpower alongside the United States. But Gorbachev
and his aides did away with the other condition necessary to sustain the Cold
War: the ideological divide. By reassessing, recasting and ultimately abandoning
the core precepts of Marxism-Leninism, Gorbachev and his supporters enabled
changes to occur in Europe that eviscerated the Cold War structure.

The end of the Cold War, even after Gorbachev’s rise, was by no means preor-
dained. Any number of events, such as a violent uprising in east-central Europe
in 1987 or 1988, which would have created strong pressure for Gorbachev to
intervene with military force, might have derailed the whole reform process in the
Soviet Union. The deleterious effects of the East German uprising in 1953 and the
Hungarian revolution in 1956 are instructive in this regard. But, as luck would
have it, no exogenous events of sufficient magnitude emerged to interrupt the
reformist trends in the late 1980s. Radical changes in Soviet foreign policy,
which were well under way by late 1988, were taken to their logical end in the fall
of 1989. Gorbachev’s decision to accept and even facilitate the peaceful transfor-
mation of east-central Europe undid Stalin’s pernicious legacy.
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Foreign Operations, 1975–1985 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1993). See
also Ben B. Fischer, A Cold War Conundrum: The 1983 Soviet War Scare (Washington,
DC: Center for the Study of Intelligence, September 1997).
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