
Chapter 8

Understanding the End of the Cold War 
as a Non-Linear Confluence

Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein

The end of the Cold War changed the world and the way we think about
it. It ushered in a profound transformation of the international system,
and has already become a critical case for the generation and testing of

theories about conflict resolution and international relations more generally. The
policy and theoretical lessons we draw from the largely peaceful end to a conflict
that threatened the survival of humankind depend on the explanations we de-
velop for this surprising but welcome development. The introduction to this vol-
ume voiced our concern about the predilection of scholars and policymakers alike
to reason backwards and offer explanations for the end of the Cold War that are
consistent with and supportive of their preferred theories and foreign policies. To
combat this tendency and lay the groundwork for more persuasive treatments of
the events of 1986–91, the Mershon Center and its collaborators ran a series of
conferences to bring policymakers and scholars together and to provide new doc-
umentary evidence on the basis of which they could collectively attempt to re-
construct the important decisions that led to the end of the Cold War.

We structured our book around four generic explanations for the end of the
Cold War: capabilities, ideas, domestic politics, and leaders. To what extent
could they singly or in combination produce compelling accounts for the five
turning points we identified as critical steps leading to this outcome? Our as-
sumption from the outset, which was borne out in practice, is that none of
these explanations alone can provide a compelling account for the end of the
Cold War. We need to combine explanations to account for individual turning
points and for the end of the Cold War as a whole, and this requires adequate
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conceptual tools for bridging levels of analysis. This chapter will take a step in
that direction by examining four models of causation, two of them nonlinear,
to see how they capture our understanding of the Cold War’s end. It will also
argue that the end of the Cold War was highly contingent, and that the uncer-
tainty and unpredictability of its outcome, the shape it took, and its timing
offer additional, cautionary lessons to the academic and policy communities.

Causes and Turning Points

The five turning point chapters reach some common conclusions. All their au-
thors find it difficult to establish appropriate boundaries for the competing ex-
planations. In the absence of clear boundaries we invite a game of leapfrog.
Individual explanations, especially capabilities and ideas, can claim to account for
all turning points because they also claim to account for each other. Realists ex-
plain Gorbachev’s strategy of retrenchment and accommodation as a response to
declining Soviet capabilities relative to the West. That decline is generally attri-
buted by Soviet specialists to the command economy that Stalin imposed on the
Soviet Union and that his successors maintained. Scholars who posit the power
of ideas invoke ideology to explain Stalin’s choice and the survival of the com-
mand economy long after it proved grossly inefficient. Invoking the Ger-
schenkron thesis, realists could respond that the command economy, and indeed,
the Leninist system itself, were a response to late industrialization and thus ulti-
mately a response to a relative disadvantage in capabilities.1 To avoid this kind of
infinite regress, we disallowed leapfrogging and insisted that our contributors use
variants of the four explanations to account directly for their turning points, not
indirectly through any capacity to account for other explanations.

Our contributors found it difficult to distinguish among competing explana-
tions. Capabilities, ideas, domestic politics, and leaders are concepts that we im-
pose on the external world, and even precise definitions of these concepts do not
make it easy to discover their boundaries or determine whether they should be
regarded as causes or effects. Consider, for example, the concept of ideas. It is
often invoked to explain domestic political differences, and certainly distin-
guished Gorbachev and the reformers around him from their more conservative
opponents. But political factions also mobilize ideas in support of goals they
seek for other reasons. Matthew Evangelista documents this phenomenon in the
case of the Reagan administration’s espousal of the “double zero” proposal for
theater arms control. When leaders’ policies are motivated by a particular vision,
ideas may distinguish them from other leaders. But those ideas may only affect
policy because a leader committed to them comes to power. Richard Herrmann
argued that this is what happened in the Soviet Union; the Soviet elite as a whole
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did not adopt a new set of ideas, but a group of individuals with ideas and a vi-
sion different from the predecessors gained control over the levers of power. To
disaggregate competing explanations, Herrmann suggests that we distinguish
between driving forces and enabling conditions.

A third common finding is that no single explanation provides a satisfactory
explanation for any turning point, let alone all of them. Each of the authors—
their arguments are reviewed below—found it necessary to invoke all four ex-
planations to explain the specific nature, timing, and implications of their
turning point. Davis and Wohlforth rightly observe that the utility of any ex-
planation depends on what we expect of it. Few if any social scientists would
claim that a single causal factor would account in detail for any complex out-
come. But it might explain more of the variance than other factors and be the
most useful starting point for a more comprehensive explanation. Indetermi-
nacy in their view is not a fair ground for rejecting an explanation. Scholars who
work on questions with complex causes need to establish levels of indeterminacy
and use them to assess the relative merit of competing explanations.

Davis and Wohlforth develop such a framework to sustain their claim that a
decline in material capability—gradual up to 1989, and precipitous after that—
was the single most important cause of Soviet retrenchment and accommoda-
tion and, by extension, of the unification of Germany. They recognize that other
responses to decline were possible, although less rational in their view. They ac-
knowledge that the timing of events, Moscow’s refusal to use force to prevent or
stall the German drive to unity, and the particular form of unification—ab-
sorption of the DDR by the FRG and its incorporation in NATO—can only be
explained with reference to explanations at other levels of analysis. They ac-
knowledge that Gorbachev’s refusal to consider the use of force to maintain So-
viet client regimes in Eastern Europe is better explained by ideas than by
material forces.

Jacques Lévesque uses a similar framework to reach different conclusions
about his turning point. He acknowledges that the decline in Soviet material ca-
pabilities was an important underlying cause of change. He believes it highly un-
likely that a Soviet leader would have wanted to retreat from Eastern Europe, or
would have had the political freedom to do so, if the Soviet Union had been a
rising and the United States a declining power. But Soviet decline neither made
this retreat necessary or probable. Ideas were the key determinant of this policy
choice, especially the belief shared by Gorbachev and his top advisors that re-
formed socialism was both advisable and feasible in Eastern Europe. Acting on
this conception, Gorbachev set in motion a chain of events that narrowed his
subsequent choices and led to the demise of communism throughout the region.
To understand how these events played out, it is necessary to look beyond ideas

Understanding the End of the Cold War 191

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



to Gorbachev’s idiosyncrasies, leadership style, and the domestic political pres-
sures acting on him.

Herrmann and Evangelista reject this kind of layered approach. They con-
tend that military capabilities had not changed in any significant way, and thus
cannot account for movement toward their turning points. At the most, mater-
ial factors provide a context—but not an underlying cause—for what happened.
They maintain that ideas were the central driver of Soviet policy change. Third
World conflicts had no intrinsic, only symbolic value. They were important
when the Cold War was understood as a global contest. Once Moscow and
Washington restructured their relationship, the struggle for influence in Asia,
the Middle East, and Latin America lost its perceived purpose. For Gorbachev
and his advisors, arms control and a unilateral withdrawal of conventional forces
from Eastern Europe were expressions of their commitment to reduce the of-
fensive potential of Soviet armed forces and emphasize their defensive purpose.
This goal was partly motivated by their overarching objective of promoting a
new system of common security under which East and West would have closer
political and economic relations. Herrmann and Evangelista recognize the role
of domestic politics, but even more, that of leaders, in shaping the specific forms
and timing of their turning points.

Several of our authors use counterfactuals to establish the relative importance
of different explanations. Brown contends that the Soviet system could only
have been dismantled from inside, and that no other possible leader would have
attempted this task.2 He also argues that Gorbachev had to hide his domestic
and foreign policy goals, and proceed incrementally, in fits and starts. Had he
openly espoused in 1985 or 1986 the policies he implemented in 1988 or 1989,
he would have been removed from office. Herrmann considers what might have
happened in the absence of Gorbachev and Reagan, and concludes that the se-
lection of Gorbachev was all-important because there were no other reform-
minded leaders on the Soviet side. On the American side Reagan was less
important because other leaders might have cooperated with Gorbachev and fa-
cilitated Soviet disengagement from Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua. Evan-
gelista offers the counterfactual of an earlier INF agreement to show that what
counted was the meaning of that agreement for leaders, and it was the world-
view and goals of Gorbachev and his advisors that made INF a turning point. It
only became a turning point in retrospect for the American side, and that was
after they looked back on it as part of a broader strategy by Gorbachev to re-
structure East-West relations.

Lévesque uses the counterfactual of extended socialist rule in Eastern Europe
to probe the role of Gorbachev and the latitude open to Soviet leaders in gen-
eral. He suggests that if Gorbachev had made the suggestion in 1989 or earlier
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that the Prague Spring be reassessed, Alexander Dubcek would have been reha-
bilitated and he and his followers would have rapidly taken over leadership of
the Czechoslovak Community Party and could handily have won a free election.
Lévesque constructs a similar scenario for East Germany, with more important
political consequences. If Gorbachev had pressed for the replacement of Erich
Honecker by Hans Modrow, the preferred candidate of the reformers, and had
he made overtures to the opposition, as he likely would have, events in Germany
and Eastern Europe in general would have unfolded differently. The DDR
might have remained independent for some time—all the existing opposition
forces were in favor of its continuation—and ultimately might have been uni-
fied with the Federal Republic rather than absorbed. The new governments in
Poland and Hungary in the summer of 1989 did not call for an end to the War-
saw Pact and reserved a major and crucial role of their communist parties. It was
the sudden collapse of the DDR and calls for German unification that upset the
equilibria in Poland and Hungary and made dominoes fall in Bulgaria, Czecho-
slovakia, and Rumania, and, with them, the Warsaw Pact.3

Breslauer and Lebow devote their entire chapter to counterfactual analysis.
They imagine East-West relations without Gorbachev, Reagan, or Bush to make
the case for the determining role of leaders. They explore the possibility of dif-
ferent leaders on both sides and the consequences of their likely interactions,
with outcomes that range from an intensified Cold War through detente to a
more rapid end of the Cold War that might even have preserved the Soviet
Union. In a second experiment, they keep the historical leaders in place and ask
how much of context they would have to change to prevent key turning points
from taking place or others that did not happen from occurring (e.g., a far-
reaching arms control agreement at Reykjavik). Building on the counterfactuals
suggested by the authors of the turning point chapters, they argue that the end
of the Cold War was highly contingent.

All of our authors attempt to situate their explanations in broader historical
perspectives. Brown describes the growing dissatisfaction of intellectuals with
the current state of domestic and foreign affairs and the evolution of new
thinking and how these attitudes facilitated the kind of transformation Gor-
bachev envisaged. Herrmann examines Third World conflicts as an extension
of the core conflict in central Europe, and explains how those conflicts have
waxed and waned as a function of how the core conflict was understood by the
superpowers. Evangelista also situates the development and regulation of strate-
gic weapons in historical context. Both authors show how these relationships
were interactive and reinforcing throughout the Cold War. Herrmann and
Evangelista make parallel arguments about how disengagement in the Third
World and arms control made the core conflict easier to ameliorate, and how
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progress here facilitated further accommodation in the periphery and arms
control.

Two sets of authors offer perspectives that go beyond the Cold War. Davis
and Wohlforth consider the end of that conflict as another manifestation of the
realist “law of uneven growth” For realists, the primary cause of international
change is the uneven growth of material capabilities among states. It leads to
a redistribution of power in the international system that can undermine the
status quo. New political, economic, and territorial arrangements arise, or are
imposed, through war or diplomacy, to reflect the new distribution of power.
The retreat of the Soviet Union from the Third World and Eastern Europe
and its subsequent fragmentation were a dramatic instance of this process, as
was the unification of Germany within NATO and the eastward extension of
that alliance.4

Jacques Lévesque attributes the end of the Cold War to the delayed triumph
of revisionism in the Soviet Union. Much of the Soviet political elite became
“social democratized” and sought to make domestic and foreign policy consis-
tent with their ideology. Thus, the collapse of communist regimes in Eastern Eu-
rope did not lead to the demise of the USSR, but rather the reverse. Lévesque
attributes the appeal of revisionism to the relative success of liberal democracy
in the West and the improvements in material conditions and dignity this
brought to the working class. Socialist parties in the West did not so much aban-
don their goals as they found ways to reformulate their objectives and work
within the existing political system. In the 1970s and 1980s most West and
Eastern European socialist parties had embraced social democracy, and the con-
version of Leninist parties, as in Italy, accelerated the process in the Soviet
Union. Lévesque finds that the critical phase of a communist party’s conversion
to social democracy is often marked by intense political idealism. This was char-
acteristic of Gorbachev and his advisors and helps to explain their naive belief
that a smooth and controlled process of change was possible in Eastern Europe.

The key cleavage between our contributors is the weight they give to mater-
ial capabilities and ideas as the principal agents of change. Davis and Wohlforth
privilege material capabilities, while the other authors award pride of place to
ideas. In a recent article on the end of the Cold War, Wohlforth develops the
framework that informs his analysis. He maintains that relative power and ma-
terial interests “strongly determine” which ideas gain acceptance; ideas have no
independent power, but follow and reflect powerful group interests and mater-
ial conditions.5

The clash between material forces and ideas is a long-standing and deeply
rooted debate, and our evidence cannot be determining. However, in this par-
ticular case, idea-based explanations appear to offer a more comprehensive ac-
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count of the end of the Cold War and appear central to all the turning points.
The first criterion for judging our four explanations is how they make use of the
written and oral evidence generated by our project and by other scholars. The
Davis-Wohlforth chapter, which makes the strongest case for material forces,
marshals considerable evidence to document the Soviet economic decline and
how much more precipitous it had become after 1989. This is the first step in
their argument. The second, and critical step, is their assertion that Gorbachev’s
policy toward Eastern Europe and Germany was a direct response to decline and
was motivated by the concern for preserving as far as possible Soviet power and
influence in the world. Davis and Wohlforth offer no evidence in support of
these contentions from official records, memoirs, or interviews—in contrast to
their analysis of the policies of Bush and Kohl.

The materialist argument appears to offer limited help in explaining the
other turning points. Archie Brown is adamant that in 1985 the Soviet Union
faced a slow decline rather than an imminent collapse, and could have pursued
the same kinds of foreign and domestic policies for at least several more decades.
Richard Herrmann argues that costs, direct or indirect, cannot explain the So-
viet Union’s retreat from Afghanistan, Angola, or Nicaragua. Neither the Sovi-
ets nor their clients had been defeated on the battlefield, and withdrawal did not
save Moscow much money. Gorbachev substantially increased military and eco-
nomic aid to Afghanistan after withdrawing Soviet forces. The claim that Amer-
ican support of the mujahadeen, UNITA, and the Contras dramatically raised
the costs of competition to the Soviet Union is countered by evidence that sug-
gests it may have prolonged the superpower competition by increasing the per-
ceived symbolic value of what was at stake. The INF treaty might seem to
constitute a strong case for material capabilities, but Evangelista finds no sup-
port in Soviet archives, memoirs, or oral history that the NATO deployment of
American Pershing-II and cruise missiles in the autumn of 1983 convinced the
Soviet side to negotiate seriously. The transcript of the relevant Politburo meet-
ing shows that every member who participated in the discussion about arms
control expected the American missiles to be deployed despite the active oppo-
sition of the European peace movement. The differences among them in policy,
which continued after the Western deployment, reflected their different ideas
about security. The change in Soviet negotiating policy was a function of a new
leadership with new ideas. Jacques Lévesque insists that the distribution of
power did not make necessary or probable the kind of political changes that
took place in Eastern Europe, and he finds no evidence that power considera-
tions were paramount in Soviet calculations.

Lévesque’s argument is an interesting variant of the liberal thesis, common in
the literature, but otherwise unrepresented in our volume. It attributes the end
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of the Cold War and the wider decline of authoritarian regimes to the economic
success and political tranquility of industrialized democracies. The liberal thesis
is open to the same kind of criticism as its realist counterpart: failure to docu-
ment the links between the few macro causes that move history and the many
micro decisions that give it concrete shape. However, Lévesque and Evangelista
in their two chapters, which build on the richer documentation provided in
their books, base their case more on evidence than inference. The evidence is
particularly rich in the case of Soviet policy toward Eastern Europe, and some-
what less so with respect to arms control. Even so, Evangelista maintains, there
is enough evidence to cast serious doubt on materialist explanations and to pro-
vide a good foundation for an explanation based on ideas.6

Herrmann also argues that ideas were important, but relies more on inference
than evidence. As additional documents become available, he suggests, it may
be possible to establish the role they played in the specific decisions that led
Gorbachev to back away from Soviet involvement in Third World conflicts.
Herrmann cautions that it would still be necessary to show that ideas were not
epiphenomenal, that they were not simply a response to the Soviet Union’s eco-
nomic decline. An important step in this direction is Robert English’s recent
book, which documents the extent to which new thinking in domestic and for-
eign affairs preceded economic decline and were an independent cause of for-
eign policy change.7

Synergism Among Causes

Our analysis of the end of the Cold War has broader implications for expla-
nation in foreign policy and international relations. Our authors begin from
different entry points, but all acknowledge the need to combine their pre-
ferred explanation with others to account for the timing, details, and conse-
quences of their turning points. Going beyond an ad hoc historical narrative
that draws together different explanations requires conceptual tools that
bridge levels of analysis and permit a more rigorous framing of the problem of
multiple causation.

The first step may be to consider the different forms that synergy can take.
In a straight-forward, additive relationship, A is a necessary but insufficient con-
dition for X, but A + B together produce that outcome. In a variant, A can cause
X by itself but A + B (and perhaps C and D) tell us more about its timing, in-
tensity, or consequences. The A + B formulation assumes a single causal chain.
But turning point X could be brought about by other routes; it might be the
products of B + C and C+ D as well as A + B. These several causal chains can
be independent of one another or they can be connected if a cause is part of two
or more chains or their products.
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We also need to consider situations in which the synergistic interaction
among variables can produce a result that is more than the sum of their inde-
pendent values. When the value of one variable depends on the presence or state
of another, it is impossible to predict or understand their consequences inde-
pendently. The recall of Firestone ATX, ATX II, and Wilderness AT tires be-
cause they were involved in an unusual number of accidents illustrates this kind
of synergy. These accidents have been traced to the propensity of the outer layer
of rubber to detach from the steel belt underneath. Firestone, and some inde-
pendent investigators, also blamed the problem on Ford, whose Explorer sports
utility vehicle is very difficult to control in the case of a tire separation, especially
at high speeds. The Firestone tires were standard equipment on the Ford Ex-
plorer, and this combination may have been responsible for a far greater num-
ber of accidents and fatalities than would have been the case if the same number
of Firestone tires (on different vehicles) and Ford Explorers (equipped with dif-
ferent tires) had been on the road.8

An even stronger case of synergy occurs when a multiple stream of indepen-
dent causes come together to produce an outcome that could not otherwise
occur. In the case of Firestone-Ford, there were other conditions that con-
tributed to the likelihood of a blowout. It was more likely to happen at high
speeds in warm climates with fully inflated tires; all three conditions con-
tributed to heat buildup in the outer rubber layer. Layer separation and
blowouts were nevertheless still possible, although much less likely, at slow
speeds in cold climates with underinflated tires. They were also possible with
vehicles other than Ford Explorers. But consider the example of a house that
goes up in smoke. Investigation reveals that the fire spread from a lighted can-
dle that was left unattended on a window sill. The window was not completely
sealed, and a draft blew one of the curtains close enough to the flame for it to
catch fire. The smoke alarm, connected to the house security system, did not
function because its battery was dead, and the fire department failed to receive
the timely warning that might have permitted it to save the dwelling. What
caused the house to burn down? The candle was the source of the fire, but it
would not have been lit or placed on the window sill if it had not been the hol-
iday season and had its owners not been following a neighborhood custom. If
the window had not been warped, or the insulation around it had provided a
better seal, the candle would not have started a fire. If the owners had been
home, or if the smoke alarm had a charged battery, the house would not have
burned down. No single factor was responsible for this disaster; all of them had
to be present and interact in a particular way.9

How much and what kinds of synergism can be identified in these turning
points? Archie Brown argues that A (new leader) + B (ideas) + C (accidents)
combined to bring about fundamental domestic and foreign policy changes. He
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concedes that Viktor Grishin was the only other half-serious contender for the
leadership, and backed Gorbachev to save his position when he recognized he
could not win. While Gorbachev’s appointment was uncontested, nobody in the
Politburo expected him to transform the political system and end the Cold War.
Gorbachev succeeded in doing this because the numerous past failures of the
system had generated numerous proposals for reform and a cadre of officials
who were sympathetic to at least the initial steps he took in opening the system
and extending the olive branch to the West. However, he faced enormous con-
straints in moving further, but judiciously used his power of appointment to
neutralize opponents and put key supporters in important positions. The nu-
clear accident in Chernobyl in April 1986 was an enormous stimulus in this re-
gard, and Matthias Rust’s unscheduled flight to Red Square in May 1987
provided the opportunity to purge the military and to replace Sergei Sokolov as
Minister of Defense with the more complaint Dimitri Yazov. Gorbachev, for the
time being at least, was able to sidetrack powerful opposition to change within
the Ministry of Defense and KGB.

For Richard Herrmann, A (a costly war in Afghanistan) + B (ideas) + C (new
leader) produced a turning point that none of these conditions could have gen-
erated singly. A debate had been underway for some time about Afghanistan,
with some prominent policy experts in the institutes in favor of a negotiated
withdrawal. But their position was a minority one, and while they were allowed
to express their views in memoranda, these documents were never presented to
the leadership. Serious consideration of their recommendations required a leader
with an openness to new ideas and a willingness to experiment in foreign pol-
icy. Gorbachev qualified on both counts. He first escalated Soviet military in-
volvement in the hope of compelling a political settlement, but then reversed
himself and came to favor withdrawal when war failed to bring success. Ac-
cording to Herrmann and Brown, Gorbachev was the only candidate for the
general secretaryship who for reasons of personality and politics was likely to
embrace the radical option of withdrawal. But the espousal of withdrawal by
foreign policy experts not only made the policy available to Gorbachev, it legit-
imated it within the policy process.

Adding domestic politics might provide an even more complete picture of
Soviet policy toward Afghanistan. To maintain his governing coalition, Gor-
bachev had to outflank hard-line opposition. Important figures in the military,
the Communist Party, and the KGB opposed withdrawal from Afghanistan, but
their opposition could be minimized by demonstrating support for Najib’s
regime through continued military and economic support. This may explain
why the flow of weapons and aid continued after withdrawal.

Could other chains of causation have led to roughly the same outcome? Her-
rmann’s chapter gives us little reason for thinking so. An earlier resolution of Af-
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ghanistan would have required much earlier American willingness to accept a
negotiated solution that would have left a pro-Soviet regime in power, at least as
a transitional government. As late as 1989, Secretary of State James Baker’s ef-
fort to terminate military supplies to anti-Soviet forces in Afghanistan, Angola,
and Nicaragua met fierce opposition from important figures in the Republican
Party, the national security community, and from Senator Jesse Helms. Later
resolution to Afghanistan is a more realistic possibility. But this too would have
required news ideas, new leaders, a favorable domestic political climate, and at
least tacit American compliance.

Evangelista offers us another example of additive causation. In this case A
(ideas) + B (new leader) were necessary to produce turning points (INF and the
unilateral reduction in conventional forces). “New thinking” had slowly
emerged as a new and idealistic approach to foreign affairs championed by those
who were for the most part on the peripheries of power. To achieve the broader
goals of Soviet reform, it was necessary to reach an accommodation with the
West. This in turn required a resolution to the military issues that had exacer-
bated the insecurity of both sides. Gorbachev and Eduard Shevardnadze were es-
sential to the implementation of new thinking; they responded favorably to
overtures from institutchiki pushing for radical departures in arms control pol-
icy, and were willing to confront the establishment to implement these policies.
In the INF decision, Shevardnadze’s decisions generated sustained criticism
from many of his veteran colleagues in the foreign ministry and the interna-
tional department of the central committee, who accused him of pursuing a “ca-
pitulationalist line.” Marshall Sergei Akhromeev felt so betrayed by the decision
to give up the SS–23 “Oka” missile that he considered resigning his post as
Chief of the General Staff. The evidence suggests that domestic politics was less
relevant, as Gorbachev and Shevardnadze felt unconstrained by widespread op-
position to their security policies.

Were there other routes to these outcomes? We have already noted Evange-
lista’s counterfactual that Brezhnev could easily have had an INF agreement. But
in his judgment, such an agreement would not have constituted a turning point.
It seems inconceivable that Brezhnev or any other Soviet political figure likely
to have followed him as general secretary would have carried out a unilateral
conventional forces reduction in the face of an American arms buildup, the
Strategic Defense Initiative, and strong opposition from the Soviet security es-
tablishment. Nor is it likely that the Cold War could have ended without hav-
ing first removed the threat posed by the deployment of Soviet forces in Eastern
Europe with the capability to conduct offensive operations against the West.
This problem might have been addressed in a variety of ways if the United States
had been a willing partner. But the Reagan administration, although not the
President himself, was strongly opposed to arms control of this magnitude.
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Consequently, dramatic, irreversible, and even unilateral actions on the Soviet
side were probably necessary to jump start the process of accommodation.

Lévesque’s turning point also seems to be explained by the A + B formulation
of new ideas and a new leader. Gorbachev’s policy toward Eastern Europe was
another application of new thinking, based on the twin beliefs that the democ-
ratization of socialism was both advantageous and politically possible. Ideas were
particularly important, Lévesque argues, because a communist Eastern Europe
was much more central to legitimization of the Soviet Union and its ideology
than arms control or the outcome of Third World conflicts. Hence a deeper
change in beliefs was essential to move away from the Brezhnev Doctrine. Gor-
bachev was also essential given his subsequent, incremental path toward social
democracy and related willingness to push for political reform in Eastern Eu-
rope. Gorbachev was important in a counterintuitive way: he was more incon-
sistent in his policies toward Warsaw Pact allies than he was in arms control and
domestic political and economic reforms. Lévesque maintains that a more con-
sistent and strategic leader might have been more successful in slowing the pace
and scope of change in Eastern Europe.

Eastern Europe also presents a more complex picture because of the multi-
plicity of actors involved: the Soviet Union, the countries of Eastern and West-
ern Europe, the United States, and important leaders, factions, and movements
in each of these countries. Lévesque suggests nonlinear elements in their inter-
action.10 One of the most important was the independent evolution of Euro-
communism in the West. Even under Brezhnev, the Italian, Spanish, and French
parties were considered part of the world communist movement, although they
were at the margin and subjected to strong criticism. The existence of Euro-
communism both inspired and gave legitimacy to Gorbachev and his new
thinking. Many Soviet reformers—especially those associated with Oleg Bogo-
molov’s Institute of the Economy of the World Socialist System—insisted that
perestroika and new thinking would greatly strengthen the Italian communist
party and the West German left and lead to a more convergent Europe. Change
in Eastern Europe was a confluence of at least three independent factors—eco-
nomic stagnation, Eurocommunism and the accession to power of Mikhail Gor-
bachev—and the particular ways in which they interacted.

Our final turning point is the unification of Germany. Here too the authors
make the case for additive causation, but suggest that the outcome may have
been equifinal with multiple causal pathways. A (Soviet economic decline) was
the principal cause of unification. It encouraged the Soviet Union to retrench
and seek accommodation with the West, and later, significantly shaped the bar-
gaining outcome with the West when the DDR began to implode. Sooner or
later, they contend, some Soviet leader would have come to regard retrench-
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ment and accommodation as the only rational policy, and such a policy would
have led ineluctably to the collapse of the DDR and some form of reunifica-
tion of Germany. Davis and Wohlforth believe that the particular outcome re-
alized in 1991–92 was the result of A (Soviet decline) + B (new thinking in the
Soviet Union) + C (German and American domestic politics) + D (leaders).
These additional factors influenced the timing and institutional structure of
unification, but were not necessary to bring some form of unification about at
some future time.

Interactions Among Turning Points

The individual turning points are important to explain specific outcomes but
also because they are components in a complex chain that explains the end of
the Cold War. To examine their cumulative impact and the interaction among
turning points, we must move up a level of analysis. To explain the end of the
Cold War, we need to know: (1) how many of the turning points were necessary
to achieve this outcome; (2) how independent were these turning points from
one other; and (3) how many different pathways could have led to the end of
the Cold War?

At the outset of this chapter, we considered the relative importance of our
several turning points and the extent to which they were necessary to terminate
the Cold War. There is a consensus among our authors that all five turning
points were necessary to end the Cold War, but that they could have come in
different order. Davis and Wohlforth contend that there still would have been
significant changes in Soviet foreign policy without Gorbachev, but acknowl-
edge that the changes may have been less conciliatory or less far-reaching. The
other authors put more weight on Gorbachev and are dubious that the Cold
War would have ended in the 1990s if he had not become general secretary. So
the coming to power of Gorbachev represents an important turning point be-
cause he enabled all of the others.

Most of our contributors agree that the Soviet retreat from Afghanistan,
arms control, and troop withdrawals and encouragement of political reform in
Eastern Europe were all linked and manifestations of new thinking. But a
change in policy toward Afghanistan would have been possible without any of
the other initiatives; it could have been carried out by a conservative leadership
anxious to cut losses and shore up support at home. We can also imagine major
changes in Eastern Europe leading to the collapse of communism and the uni-
fication of Germany prior to withdrawal from Afghanistan or any arms control
agreements. Breslauer and Lebow create this scenario as one of many that
might have occurred if Reagan had been assassinated and Gorbachev had as a
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result confronted a much more cautious and suspicious George Bush. How-
ever, the end of the Cold War almost by definition required a resolution of Af-
ghanistan and some kind of arms control; competition in the Third World and
military insecurity were major sources of East-West tensions. Presumably, an
end to the division of Europe would have created strong pressures to deal with
these issues.

What about a different set of turning points leading to more or less the same
outcome? Or, could the same turning points have led to a different outcome? It is
relatively easy to conceive of different routes to political change in Eastern Europe
and the unification of Germany within NATO. Gorbachev or some other Soviet
leader could have offered to let their Eastern European allies reform politically
without Soviet interference in return for promises that they would remain mem-
bers of the Warsaw Pact and continue to allow Soviet forces to be stationed on
their territories. The United States might even have become a co-guarantor of such
an agreement if an American president thought it necessary to bring about liber-
alization in Eastern Europe. In December 1988 Henry Kissinger pleaded with the
incoming Bush administration to propose such a deal to Moscow.11 It seems un-
likely that such an arrangement could have endured in the long term—although
Gorbachev might easily have convinced himself that it could—and when it began
to unravel, the Soviet Union might have faced a situation roughly comparable to
the one it did in 1990–91. In the aftermath, historians and political scientists
might have argued that the de-Sovietization of Eastern Europe and the unification
of Germany within NATO would have been impossible without this intermedi-
ary agreement.

Another possibility is a Soviet rejection of political change in Eastern Europe
and the use of force to maintain the status quo. Military intervention in East
Germany in 1953, Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, and an internal
coup in Poland in December 1981 succeeded in stabilizing or restoring to power
pro-Soviet, communist regimes. The political culture of the communist world
had evolved considerably since 1968, and Soviet military intervention in the
1990s, in Poland, for example, might have provoked widespread protests
throughout the region and within the Soviet Union itself. Intervention could
even have served as the unwitting catalyst for the unraveling of communism
and, possibly, of the Soviet Union. In retrospect, the Polish revolution would
have been regarded as a critical and necessary turning point for the end of the
Cold War.

It is also possible to construct an alternative context in which many of the
turning points we identified would still have taken place but not moved the
Cold War toward resolution. According to Breslauer and Lebow, the most likely
alternative to Gorbachev was a more conservative and cautious leader who
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might have pursued what they call “a kinder, gentler form of Brezhnevism.” In
foreign policy this might have led to a withdrawal from Afghanistan. A leader
such as Yegor Ligachev might also have sought arms control agreements with the
West and a broader disengagement from the Third World as a means of reduc-
ing tension, saving money, and building domestic support. But accommodation
with the West might have stopped there, without major changes in Eastern Eu-
rope, in which case neither the retreat from Afghanistan nor arms control would
have constituted turning points in a chain leading to the end of the Cold War.

It is more difficult to conceive of variation in the form of alternative endings
to the Cold War. Given the Soviet Union’s economic decline and the loss of ap-
peal of ideology in Eastern Europe and at home, it seems unlikely that the Cold
War could have ended in the manner envisaged by most Soviet and American
participants in the Helsinki process: recognition and support of the status quo
by both sides, with a commensurate decrease in tensions, military disengage-
ment, and normalization of relations. This outcome required a prosperous and
stable Eastern Europe with populations committed to preserving socialism and
close ties with the Soviet Union. According to Lévesque, Gorbachev favored
political reform in Eastern Europe in the erroneous expectation that it would
serve this end. He pushed, unsuccessfully, for the follow-on disbanding of both
NATO and the Warsaw Pact as a condition for German unification. In this
outcome many of the same turning points would have led to a different out-
come. A more far-fetched scenario would be the reverse of what actually tran-
spired: a crisis of capitalism, collapse of American influence and NATO and the
Sovietization of Western Europe. At the very least, this outcome would have
required the double counterfactual of robust Soviet growth and dramatic West-
ern decline.

How independent were our five turning points? Proponents of both the ma-
terial and idea-based explanations for the end of the Cold War contend that they
were tightly coupled and to varying degrees an expression of underlying changes
in material capabilities or ideology. Even if this argument is accepted, it says lit-
tle about possible interaction effects among the turning points and the extent to
which the presence of one or more of them made others more or less likely. Tak-
ing Gorbachev’s accession to power (A), our first turning point, as a given, there
are obviously strong links between this turning point and everything that fol-
lowed, but none of our authors argue that these turning points were inevitable
after A, or that (B) withdrawal from Afghanistan and (C) arms control could not
have happened without A. These latter events were turning points in part be-
cause they helped to establish Gorbachev’s bona fides in the West, but they did
not directly lead to (D) political change in Eastern Europe or (E) the unification
of Germany within NATO. There are very strong links between D and E; it is
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almost inconceivable that German reunification—especially within NATO—
would have been possible without the prior collapse of communist regimes in
Eastern Europe and the ensuing collapse of the Warsaw Pact. Those events were
set in motion by A, but, our authors contend, required other, independent and
contributing causes. So too was the particular shape of these outcomes signifi-
cantly influenced but not determined by Gorbachev’s policies.

The preceding analysis suggests that there is little evidence for a monocausal
explanation for the end of the Cold War (X). A was a necessary but insufficient
condition for X, but A + B + C + D + E combined in additive and interactive
ways to produce that outcome. Our counterfactual exploration suggests that A,
B, C, and D might have been ordered differently, and more importantly, that
there were other causal pathways that could have led to the same generic reso-
lution of the Cold War. If we are dealing with an outcome that was at some
point highly likely but could have been reached through multiple, additive path-
ways, we must consider the possibility that the pathway A + B + C + D + E was
an accident of history.

A linear, additive world is generally unpredictable, and this problem is more
acute in a nonlinear environment. Our authors have made the case for nonlin-
earity in the broadest sense. Realist and constructivist contributors concur that
it took a decline in material capabilities and the triumph of new thinking to set
in motion the changes that resolved the Cold War, and that these two factors
had largely independent causation. Davis and Wohlforth, who make the
strongest case for the determining role of material capabilities, acknowledge that
the Soviet response to the decline in capabilities could have taken many differ-
ent forms. Gorbachev’s encouragement of reform in Eastern Europe and his sub-
sequent refusal to consider the use of force to maintain pro-Soviet regimes can
only be explained by his beliefs, goals, and expectations.

Most of the authors who privilege ideas credit the Soviet decline with creat-
ing the context in which Gorbachev came to power and chose his policies; they
acknowledge that there would have been much less incentive for political and
economic experimentation at home and in Eastern Europe if the Soviet econ-
omy had been robust.

Another form of nonlinearity is confluence, where a multiple stream of inde-
pendent causes come together to produce an outcome that could not otherwise
occur. A good case can be made that the end of the Cold War was the result of
such a confluence. Some of our authors invoke material decline, new thinking,
and the election of Gorbachev to explain turning points B through E, and, by
extension, the end of the Cold War. Few realists would argue that the Soviet de-
cline gave rise to new thinking and determined the election of Gorbachev. Our
contributors acknowledge that these three developments are in some way linked,
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but in other ways independent of one other. They can imagine new thinking de-
veloping in the absence of Soviet economic decline, but in response to the arms
race, competition in the Third World and their dangers, these developments
may have been the most important catalysts of new thinking in foreign affairs.
If someone like Gorbachev had come to power in the late 1970s, when the So-
viet economy was still growing, albeit slowly, some kind of accommodation
might well have been possible. Nor were Gorbachev and new thinking synony-
mous. If Gorbachev had come to power in the absence of new thinking, he
would probably have pursued different domestic and foreign policies. Breslauer
and Lebow contend that new thinking and material decline without Gorbachev
would also have produced a different outcome.

New thinking in turn was made possible by Eurocommunism, and it was in
large part a response to the economic boom in the West that produced a half-
century of nearly constant growth. Some of our contributors also insist on the
importance of Reagan and Kohl as distinct from other possible American and
German leaders. Thus, at least some of the contributing causes for change in the
Soviet Union were independent of anything that happened inside the Soviet
Union. As all of these and earlier examples indicate, it was the confluence and
interaction of a number of independent and quasi-independent conditions that
brought about the end of the Cold War.

This finding suggests that the end of the Cold War, its timing, and details
were all to varying degrees contingent. The Cold War could have led to a shoot-
ing war, conventional or nuclear, but there is a general consensus that this pos-
sibility declined sharply after peaceful resolution of the Berlin and Cuban crises
and de facto and then de jure acceptance by the West of the postwar political
and territorial division of Europe. A superpower crisis always remained a possi-
bility, and many thoughtful people on both sides of the East-West divide wor-
ried about such a confrontation during Reagan’s first term in office. However,
over the decades, the two superpowers had become more cautious in practice, if
not in rhetoric, and more skillful in keeping their differences from escalating
into war-threatening crises. Peaceful Sovietization of Europe, the direct opposite
of the actual outcome of the Cold War, had become a pipedream with the eco-
nomic recovery of Western Europe and the decline and subsequent transforma-
tion of the French and Italian communist parties. The Helsinki-style solution
based on preservation of socialism in a demilitarized Europe also became in-
creasingly unlikely as a result of the growing economic disparity between East
and West and the widespread loss of faith in Marxism-Leninism in the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe. To be sure, a clever Soviet leader might have nego-
tiated such an end to the Cold War, but we doubt that it would have been sta-
ble in the long-term.
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The important puzzle may not be the avoidance of superpower war or the
collapse of socialism, or even the fragmentation of the Soviet Union, but the
fact that the transformation of the Soviet Union was achieved in a relatively
peaceful way. We and our authors have described various alternative, and much
less pleasant, scenarios that might have come about with no more than mini-
mal rewrites of history. Some, if not most, of these scenarios could have had
tragic human consequences and have made the post–Cold War world much
more difficult to manage than it has been. One need only look at the violent,
troubled, and unstable Europe and Middle East that emerged at the end of
World War I as a result of the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian, Russian, and
Ottoman empires. Many of the conflicts that threaten the peace today date
back, or were at least dramatically intensified, by the violence associated with
these transformations.

Process

The end of the Cold War—indeed, any kind of accommodation—can be con-
ceptualized as a process of bargaining in which the parties involved signal pref-
erences, solicit information, and search for mutually beneficial agreements.
Models of strategic interaction assume that the parties involved have predeter-
mined and transitive preferences and bargain in a series of moves until they
reach an agreement or deadlock. Games of incomplete information recognize
that bargaining is also a search for information, and that new information may
prompt parties to change their bargaining strategies or goals.12 The end of the
Cold War suggests that these assumptions may be inappropriate, and that these
kinds of models may not capture important dynamics of the bargaining process
and thus fail to predict or explain their outcomes.

The interactions that led to the end of the Cold War encourage us to prob-
lematize the concept of moves. It may usefully describe much of the signaling
that occurs in bargaining, but the most important part of the process is that
which determines how, by whom, and when moves are made. The negotia-
tions that led to German reunification offer a telling example. Most of the
Russian, American, and German policymakers we interviewed agreed that a
different format, one, for example, that involved a vote by NATO members,
would have resulted in a different outcome given the widespread opposition
to unification by Germany’s neighbors. While there was general agreement
that Gorbachev had few degrees of freedom on the German question at the
time of the Two-Plus-Four talks, several Soviet officials suggested that he
might have been able to negotiate a better deal if he had broached the issue in
1987. Jacques Lévesque and Davis and Wohlforth offer supportive counter-
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factuals in their respective chapters. But Gorbachev equivocated, and despite
his publicly voiced opposition to a reunified Germany within NATO, Kohl
and Bush correctly judged that he could be coerced and persuaded to accept
this outcome.

Nor does the concept of moves effectively capture the most important at-
tributes of process. Process is often given impetus by deliberate initiatives of var-
ious parties and stimulated and given momentum by outside events. In the case
of the Cold War, there were numerous developments (e.g., Chernobyl, Matthias
Rust’s flight to Red Square, the attempt by East German tourists in Hungary to
flee to the West) that facilitated reforms and accommodation. The coverup of
Chernobyl, to take only one example, drove home the lessons of openness and
international cooperation to Gorbachev and made it easier for him to imple-
ment restructuring. It is worth speculating how a different set of random, or at
least outside events could have retarded reform or accommodation or moved it
along a different track. Would the Soviet Union have fragmented the way it did,
for example, in the absence of an unsuccessful coup attempt? Would a success-
ful coup attempt have ultimately led to a more violent breakup?

Game theorists might characterize superpower accommodation as the result
of multiple, interacting games; each superpower leader was involved in a do-
mestic bargaining game in addition to multiple international bargaining en-
counters.13 Gorbachev and Reagan, and later, Bush, had to build a coalition in
support of their foreign policy preferences. This was a more difficult challenge
for Gorbachev, who was struggling to consolidate his power at the same time he
implemented major initiatives in foreign and domestic policy. Moreover, his ini-
tiatives were radical departures from previous practice and antagonized power-
ful vested interests and influential individuals. Archie Brown argues that
Gorbachev had to proceed slowly in incremental steps and convey assurances at
almost every move that he did not intend to go any further. This long, and ul-
timately uncompleted, internal, political process that unfolded between 1985
and 1991 permitted Gorbachev to move ahead on both the domestic and for-
eign fronts. Success required major personnel changes, mobilization of public
opinion, educational efforts, a learning process, consensus building within the
leadership, emasculation of the communist party apparatus, and a general open-
ing of state institutions.

A lengthy, largely public process also gave Gorbachev, Bush, and Reagan time
to formulate their goals. Neither Gorbachev nor Bush had a clear idea of where
they wanted to go when they began their interaction. Reagan was anxious to re-
duce the risk of war and entertained the vague hope that someday nuclear arse-
nals might be reduced or eliminated. Gorbachev had a more focused goal: a
reduction in tensions that would allow the Soviet Union to become a member
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of “the common European home,” and in the process become a more demo-
cratic and productive society.14 But Gorbachev was vague about the precise na-
ture of the relationship he sought and the strategies that would achieve his
objective. Ends and means took shape only slowly and through extensive con-
sultation with key advisors, experts, and diplomats, interaction with Reagan,
and repeated trial and error.

The summits and other high-level meetings served important functions in
addition to supplying information that allowed leaders to reorder preferences.
Most importantly, they generated trust. Early on, Gorbachev persuaded West-
ern public opinion and some leaders—most notably British Prime Minister
Margaret Thatcher—that new thinking and his interest in accommodation were
genuine. But it took repeated personal encounters with Reagan to break through
his cognitive wall of mistrust, and here, too, East-West rapprochement benefited
from a process that spanned almost five years. By all accounts, face-to-face en-
counters between Reagan and Gorbachev convinced the American President
that his counterpart sincerely sought to end the Cold War and improve the lot
of the Soviet people. The summits also allowed Reagan and Gorbachev, and later
Bush and Gorbachev and Baker and Shevardnadze, to develop personal rela-
tionships, based on mutual respect and trust.

Timing was also important because of the positive linkages it created among
turning points. Herrmann suggests that by the late 1980s there were compelling
reasons for the Soviet Union to disengage from costly involvement in Third
World conflicts, and that this was widely recognized within the Soviet policy-
making elite. However, it only became possible in the context of the broader dis-
engagement from an ideological commitment to oppose Western influence
everywhere in the world. New thinking provided the rationale for redefining na-
tional security in a way that legitimized arms control concessions and other mea-
sures that moved the superpowers toward rapprochement, and that in turn
created the political context in which withdrawal from Afghanistan became fea-
sible domestically.

The concept of “move” is itself problematic. Most strategic games treat moves
as simultaneous or reciprocal, and as the principal source of information about
preferences and resolve. The process that resulted in the termination of the Cold
War indicates that one side can make repeated moves before the other makes any
response that might be considered a move. Gorbachev made a series of unilat-
eral gestures (e.g., easing restrictions of emigration, a unilateral moratorium in
nuclear testing, acceptance of on-site inspection, reduction of Soviet involve-
ment in Third World conflicts, a troop withdrawal from Eastern Europe, will-
ingness to accept a one-sided, tongue-in-cheek American proposal to eliminate
intermediate range ballistic missiles). In part these were to demonstrate his in-
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terest in accommodation to Western publics and leaders and to prod the Rea-
gan administration into pursuing a more cooperative policy.

Games of strategic interaction rely on the ability of players to distinguish co-
operation (tits) from defection (tats). Real-life bargaining calls these assump-
tions into question and shows how moves can easily be misinterpreted.15

Reagan’s principal advisors consistently misread Gorbachev’s initial attempts to
signal interest in accommodation. Gorbachev’s rhetorical and policy moves were
subjected to “worst case” analysis by many of Reagan’s key advisors. They were
understood as part of a clever strategy to divide Western Europe from the
United States, compel the Reagan administration to accept some form of arms
control it did not want, and buy time for the Soviet Union to restructure and
emerge as a more powerful and confident challenger. Moreover, it took drastic,
unilateral, and one-sided Soviet concessions to move the process forward. When
George Bush became President in January of 1989, after three years of intensive
East-West diplomacy and movement toward accommodation, he still doubted
Gorbachev’s interest in winding down the Cold War and thought that Reagan
had gone too far to accommodate him. It was not until after their December
1989 Malta summit that Bush acknowledged that Gorbachev’s initiatives “de-
served” and “mandated” new thinking on the part of the West. Even then, there
were influential figures within his administration who remained suspicious and
on guard, and who advised a slowdown in the process of accommodation.

Noise can also be mistaken for moves. Several scholars have suggested that the
catalyst for Reagan’s commitment to reduce tensions was the Soviet Union’s
overreaction to the November 1983 ABLE ARCHER command-post exercise.
Western intelligence received reports that the KGB worried that this exercise was
a prelude to a real attack, and, not for the first time since Reagan had come to
power, Moscow ordered a “surprise nuclear attack alert” as a precaution. Reagan
was appalled that the Soviet Union could see him and the United States as a
threat.16 To the extent that this realization served as a catalyst for reestablishing
better communications with Moscow and made the president more responsive
to Gorbachev’s subsequent overtures, noise was an important source of infor-
mation, a catalyst for reassessing goals and possibly a turning point in the
process that culminated in the end of the Cold War.

These several examples point to a second generic problem with strategic
models: their reliance on Bayesian updating. Bayesian models assume that peo-
ple make incremental changes in their beliefs or expectations in response to new
information, especially when it is discrepant with prior beliefs or expectations.
The behavior of key policymakers and their advisors were sharply at odds with
this assumption. Reagan, his advisors, and academic experts varied enormously
in how they responded to the same information about the Soviet Union and its

Understanding the End of the Cold War 209

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



new leader. To a lesser extent, the same was true of Bush and his advisors. Rea-
gan is a particularly interesting case because his “updating,” as Breslauer and
Lebow show, stands in sharp contrast to both Bayesian models and the behav-
ior of his principal advisors. His dramatic about-face was facilitated by his
propensity—noted by many of his confidants—to reduce issues to personali-
ties. Once he accepted Gorbachev as sincere, he worked with him to bring
about the accommodation both men desired.

Gorbachev departed from Bayesian updating in a different way; he was often
slow to recognize that his policies were not achieving the consequences he ex-
pected. Gorbachev was correct in his estimate that he could mobilize Western
public opinion to put pressure on the American President to become more recep-
tive to his overtures to reduce East-West tensions. Almost all his other estimates
were flawed; neither his domestic nor foreign policies produced the consequences
he anticipated. These reinforcing failures were attributable in large part to Gor-
bachev’s set of overoptimistic and unwarranted assumptions. Chief among these
were his beliefs that: (1) the communist party could be transformed through glas-
nost and made a vehicle for positive economic reforms; (2) he could shift his base
of power from the communist party to democratic elements in the Soviet Union;
(3) political change in Eastern Europe would bring “little Gorbachevs” to power
who would be his natural allies; (4) the Cold War would end as a compromise be-
tween blocs, not with the disintegration of socialism and the socialist bloc; (5) de-
mocratization would strengthen, not weaken, the Soviet Union.

Gorbachev’s misconceptions doubtlessly had many roots. Some of this my-
opia may have been the result of having spent a lifetime in an authoritarian po-
litical system. Without any experience of democratic politics, he was not the
only reformer who believed that public opinion could be treated like a water tap:
turned on and off at the political convenience of leaders. Most members of his
inner circle had little understanding that public opinion, once mobilized, could
not easily be channeled or restrained. They also failed to see the inherent polit-
ical contradiction between their goals of democracy and a public pliant and re-
sponsive to their political will.

Gorbachev also displayed motivated bias. When leaders, for whatever reason,
feel compelled to pursue a policy, they often convince themselves that it will suc-
ceed in the face of evidence to the contrary. For psychologists, wishful thinking
of this kind is a form of “bolstering.” People are most likely to bolster decisions
that risk serious loss. They exaggerate the expected rewards of their chosen
course of action and suppress their doubts about possible negative conse-
quences. They may also try to avoid anxiety by insulating themselves from in-
formation that indicates their choice may lead to serious loss. Bolstering serves
a useful psychological purpose by helping people move toward commitment and
cope with the doubts and internal conflicts that risky decisions generate. It is
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detrimental when it discourages careful evaluation of alternatives or realistic risk
assessment. It lulls people into believing that they have made good decisions
when they have avoided a careful appraisal of the options. People who bolster
become overconfident and insensitive to information that is critical to the evalu-
ation of their policy.17

An examination of Gorbachev’s pattern of decision making suggests strongly
that he engaged in wishful thinking. As numerous analysts have observed, he
was remarkably late in grasping the extent of the resistance in the communist
party to glasnost and perestroika, the rise of separatist nationalism within the
Soviet Union, the failure of his economic reforms, the opposition of Eastern Eu-
ropean regimes to political reform, the impending collapse of communism in
Eastern Europe, and the growing opposition to him in the military, KGB, and
party that culminated in the coup attempt in August 1991. On all these issues,
Gorbachev denied, distorted, or reinterpreted information that suggested that
his policies were producing negative consequences. Throughout the spring of
1991, he repeatedly brushed aside warnings from his foreign minister that a
coup was imminent.

The behavior of Reagan and Gorbachev calls into question the third as-
sumption of strategic interaction models: transitive preferences. At a minimum,
actors are assumed to have a priority of preferences that can be ranked ordinally.
They are expected to see, within reason, the connection between their prefer-
ences, their consequences, and the choices across alternative outcomes. While
very different in their personalities and policymaking styles, Gorbachev and
Reagan shared a pronounced reluctance to make hard choices.

Reagan believed he could reduce the size of the government and its deficit
and finance a massive military buildup. He allowed himself to be persuaded that
“supply side” economics would resolve the contradiction. He pursued SDI and
arms control, and once again convinced himself that the two were consistent;
both would reduce the danger of nuclear war. Gorbachev’s failures to face hard
choices are legion. We have previously noted his expectations that he could
maintain the primacy of the communist party and reform the Soviet economic
and political system, encourage democracy and discourage nationalist agita-
tion, foster reform in Eastern Europe and preserve socialist regimes, and end
the Cold War on the basis of mutual compromises that would strengthen so-
cialism and the Soviet Union. In almost all of these cases, ample information
was available to leaders to suggest that their goals were contradictory and re-
quired difficult choices among them. But they chose to ignore this information
and convinced themselves that their multiple objectives were not only compat-
ible but reinforcing.

Motivated bias has often been found to be a principal cause of miscalcula-
tions that leads to war, or at least to serious confrontations. But the end of the
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Cold War, and other recent accommodations, suggest that motivated bias may
not be uniformly negative in its implications. Leaders committed to break out
of long-standing patterns of conflict confront enormous challenges. They must
generally convince strongly distrustful adversaries of their sincerity, build and
maintain domestic and allied coalitions in favor of territorial or other sacrifices
that peace entails, and survive attempts by opponents of accommodation on one
or both sides to sabotage accommodation, often through the use of violence.
The chance of success is not high—there are more instances of failure than suc-
cess—and even successful attempts may entail an enormous political or even
personal price for the leaders who try to reach accommodation.

It requires extraordinarily driven and self-confident leaders to assume these
kinds of risks, especially when initial attempts, some irreversible, are rejected.
They need to convince themselves, against all odds, that their efforts will suc-
ceed. High-risk commitments of this kind prompt motivated bias to reduce
anxiety and allow leaders to move toward decision and commitment. Motivated
bias may thus serve an important, perhaps even necessary role, in the search for
accommodation. It provides a psychological prop for risky decisions, but also
blinds leaders to many of the dangers they confront.

Structural explanations of all kinds assume that leaders are more or less in-
terchangeable—that national leaders who confront the same combination of
constraints and opportunities will respond in similar ways. The process that
ended the Cold War indicates enormous variation. Brezhnev and Gorbachev
both recognized the need to reinvigorate the Soviet economy, but implemented
strikingly different reform programs and related foreign policies. So too did
Reagan respond differently to Gorbachev than did Eisenhower to Khrushchev.
These differences cannot be attributed only to changed circumstances.

Summing Up

Our discussion of context highlights another way in which the outcome of the
Cold War was contingent. Mutual commitment to goals by Soviet and Ameri-
can leaders was not enough to bring these conditions or agreements about. The
two leaders had to build internal, and often allied, coalitions in support of their
goals and to negotiate with one another through trusted—and not so trusted—
advisors and officials. On occasion, these interactions side-tracked, postponed,
altered, or transformed the goals sought by one or both sides. Our contributors
document two dramatic examples—the negotiations over arms control and the
future of Germany—both of which illustrate the independent role of process.

Our emphasis on contingency challenges not only structural theories but the
seeming beliefs of policymakers. As we noted in the introduction, one of the
most striking findings of the conferences we and our European collaborators ran
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at the Mershon Center and Wildbad Kreuth is the extent to which participants
from the policy world, independent of their country or ideology, saw the end of
the Cold War, the unification of Germany, and the collapse of the Soviet Union
as more or less inevitable. At the same time, almost all of these officials confessed
their utter surprise—and even incredulity—as these events unfolded. The con-
tradiction in their belief systems was made further apparent by the insistence of
almost every official we interviewed that the outcome of any decision or nego-
tiation in which they participated was highly contingent. In conference discus-
sions and conversations over drinks or coffee, they told amusing stories of how
clever tactics, the nature of the personal relationship between them and their op-
posites, or just sheer coincidence, played decisive roles in shaping the outcome
of negotiations.

Some policymakers, including a few who characterized the end of the Cold
War, the unification of Germany, and the dissolution of the Soviet Union as in-
evitable, proved responsive to counterfactual suggestions that process and out-
come might have been different. At Wildbad Kreuth, there was widespread
agreement that there was nothing foreordained about the Two-Plus-Four format
for negotiations over the future of Germany. When pushed, Russian, American,
and German policymakers on the whole agreed that a different format, say one
that involved more European countries as participants, might well have resulted
in a different outcome given the widespread opposition to unification by Ger-
many’s neighbors. While there was general agreement that Gorbachev had little
freedom to maneuver on the German question at the time of the Two-Plus-Four
talks, several Soviet officials suggested that he might have been able to negotiate
a better deal if he broached the issue in 1987.

It seems likely that policymakers and scholars alike are susceptible to what
Baruch Fischoff has called the “certainty of hindsight” bias. Experiments that he
and others have conducted demonstrate that “outcome knowledge” affects our
understanding of the past by making it difficult for us to recall that we were
once unsure about what was going to happen. Events deemed improbable by
experts (e.g., peace between Egypt and Israel, the end of the Cold War), are
often considered “overdetermined” and all but inevitable after they have oc-
curred.18 There is also experimental evidence that priming people with counter-
factuals makes them more responsive to suggestions of contingency and may
counteract in part the hindsight bias—and certainly, our experience in Wildbad
Kreuth provides additional anecdotal evidence.19

Given the reinforcing tendencies of the hindsight bias and intellectual
predilections of social scientists for parsimonious theories, it is difficult but all
the more essential to make the case for contingency, as we have tried do. This
said, we must be careful not to reject one extreme position in favor of another.
We are not suggesting that the end of the Cold War was the result of an entirely
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stochastic process, like that responsible for many kinds of accidents. In this con-
nection, it is useful to return to the suggestion made by Davis and Wohlforth in
their chapter that scholars who work on questions with complex causes must es-
tablish levels of indeterminacy and use them to assess the relative merit of com-
peting explanations. Such levels might also be used to assess contingency. At the
most fundamental level, the collapse of communism may have been close to in-
evitable. So long as the West remained economically vibrant and politically se-
cure, and the command economies of the communist bloc stagnated,
tremendous pressures were bound to develop in East Europe and the Soviet
Union itself for radical political change. But such pressures did not determine
the nature, the timing, or the process of change—or its implications for the in-
ternational system. The more specific we become about any of these outcomes
(e.g., peaceful demise of the Communist Party and the Soviet Union versus na-
tional resistance, internal rebellion and civil war, or negotiated versus forced
withdrawal of the Soviet Union from Germany and Eastern Europe), the more
contingent they become.

Our study of the Cold War suggests the broader conclusion that underlying
causes, no matter how numerous or powerful, rarely make an outcome in-
evitable, or even highly probable. Their effects may depend on fortuitous coin-
cidences in timing of multiple causal chains, the independent actions of people
even on accidents unrelated to any underlying cause. The Cold War case sug-
gests that system transformations—and many other kinds of international
events—are unpredictable because their underlying causes do nothing more
than create the possibility of change.

The nonlinear nature of the processes we have described often led to unin-
tended consequences—the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe is a case
in point. Unintended consequences are often described as emergent properties
of systems.20 As presently used in the international relations literature, the con-
cept of emergent properties elides two significantly different consequences. The
first, and most common, are the unanticipated outcomes we would expect in a
stable system. Examples include arms races, runs on banks, or the 1990s Asian
financial crisis. These phenomena are the aggregated, unintended, and counter-
productive result of individual behavior based on instrumentally rational calcu-
lations of self-interest. The second kind of consequence, and the one relevant to
the end of the Cold War, are those that are doubly unintended. Here, behavior
has unintended consequences for the actors and their strategic interaction, and
also for the system as a whole. It sets in motion a chain of events that leads to
the system’s transformation. None of our theories, as presently constituted, can
account for this outcome.

Niklas Luhmann suggests that systems are repertories of codes, and that out-
side influences must be translated by the logic of the system to have an effect
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upon its operation.21 Outside influences in economics, for example, are trans-
lated into prices. Simple structural theories like that of Kenneth Waltz com-
pletely ignore outside effects. Waltz acknowledges that an international system
can change, but says nothing about how such change might come about. More
evolutionary approaches to systems—Robert Jervis makes the case for them in
his recent book—acknowledge that the structure and operating principles of
systems undergo fundamental shifts in response to outside stimuli. World War I
and the end of the Cold War indicate that systems can also be transformed
through their internal operations.22 These cases point to the existence of a self-
referential loop by which actors change their understanding of themselves, the
system, and how it operates.

The possibility of system change through actor learning has important im-
plications for the study of international relations. It suggests that structural
change may be the product, not the cause, of behavior—the opposite of what
most realist theories contend. It also directs our attention to the understandings
actors have of each other and of their environments, and how these under-
standings evolve and become shared, an underlying premise of constructivism.
Finally, it constitutes a possible conceptual bridge between scholars in the
neopositivist tradition who privilege structures, and those in the constructivist
tradition who privilege ideas.

Notes

1. Alexander Gerschenkron, Economic Backwardness in Historical Perspective, A Book of
Essays (New York: Praeger, 1965).

2. In support, Brown cites Alexander Yakovlev’s view that “a totalitarian regime” could only
be dismantled from inside, and that this would have been “impossible” without Gor-
bachev. BBC interview, March 11, 1997.

3. Jacques Lévesque email to the author of October 16, 2000.
4. For a fuller elaboration of this argument, see Randall L. Schweller and William C.

Wohlforth, “Power Test: Evaluating Realism in Response to the End of the Cold War,”
Security Studies 9 (Spring 2000), pp. 60–107.

5. Schweller and Wohlforth, “Power Test,” pp. 75–76; John Kurt Jacobs, “Much Ado About
Ideas: The Cognitive Factor in Economic Policy,” World Politics 47 (January 1995), pp.
283–310.

6. Jacques Lévesque, The Enigma of 1989: The USSR and the Liberation of Eastern Europe,
trans. Keith Martin (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); Matthew Evange-
lista, Unarmed Forces: The Transnational Movement to End the Cold War (Ithaca, NY: Cor-
nell University Press, 1999).

7. Robert D. English, Russia and the Idea of the West: Gorbachev, Intellectuals and the End of
the Cold War (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000).

8. Jennifer Bott, “The Big Blowout: Maneuvering by Bridgestone/Firestone, Ford May
Have Made a Bad Situation Worse,” Auto.com (Detroit Free Press), October 5, 2000, pp.
1–10; Dan Keating and Caroline E. Mayer, “Explorer has Higher Rate of Tire Accidents,”
Washington Post, October 9, 2000, p. Al; Dan Keating, “Examining Data on Traffic Ac-
cidents,” Washington Post, October 9, 2000, p. A 10.

Understanding the End of the Cold War 215

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



9. J. L. Mackie, “Causes and Conditions,” in Myles Brand, ed., The Nature of Causation (Ur-
bana: University of Illinois Press, 1976), pp. 308–44; Roy Bhaskar, The Possibility of Nat-
uralism. A Philosophical Critique of the Contemporary Human Science (Brighton, UK:
Harvester Press, 1979); Rom Harré and Peter Secord, The Explanation of Social Behaviour
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1973); Heikki Patomäki, “How to Tell Better Stories about
World Politics,” European Journal of International Relations 2 (March 1996), pp. 105–34.

10. Email communication to the author, October 1, 2000.
11. Michael R. Beschloss and Strobe Talbot, At the Highest Levels: The Inside Story of the End

of the Cold War (Boston: Little, Brown, 1993), pp. 13–17, 19–21, 45–46.
12. Barry Nalebuff, “Brinkmanship and Nuclear Deterrence: The Neutrality of Escalation,”

Conflict Management and Peace Science 9 (1986), pp. 19–30; Robert Powell, “Nuclear
Brinkmanship with Two-Sided Incomplete Information,” American Political Science Re-
view 82 (March 1988), pp. 155–78; Steven J. Brams, Superpower Games (New Haven,
CT: Yale University press, 1985), pp. 48–85, and Negotiation Games (London: Routledge,
1990), pp. 101–37; R. Harrison Wagner, “Nuclear Deterrence: Counterforce Strategies
and the Incentive to Strike First,” American Political Science Review 83 (September 1991),
pp. 727–49; Frank Zagare and Marc Kilgour, “Asymmetric Deterrence,” International
Studies Quarterly 37 (March 1993), pp. 1–27; Cédric Dupont, “Domestic Politics and In-
ternational Negotiations: A Sequential Bargaining Model,” in Pierre Allan and Christian
Schmidt, eds., Game Theory and International Relations: Preferences, Information and Em-
pirical Evidence (Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 1994), pp. 156–90.

13. Robert D. Putnam, “Diplomacy and Domestic Politics: The Logic of Two-Level Games,”
International Organization 42 (Summer 1998), pp. 427–60.

14. Mikhail S. Gorbachev, “Vystuplenie pered chlenami parlamenta Velikobritanii,” Decem-
ber 18, 1984, in Izbrannye rechi i stat’i (Moscow: Politzdat, 1987), II, pp. 109–16.

15. Richard Ned Lebow, The Art of Bargaining (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1996), ch 12, and “Beyond Parsimony: Rethinking Theories of Coercive Bargaining,” Eu-
ropean Journal of International Relations 4 (1) (1998), pp. 31–66.

16. Beth A. Fischer, The Reagan Reversal: Foreign Policy and the End of the Cold War (Colum-
bia: University of Missouri Press, 1997); Jack F. Matlock, Jr., Autopsy on an Empire: The
American Ambassador’s Account of the Collapse of the Soviet Union (New York: Random
House, 1995); Don Oberdorfer, The Turn: From The Cold War to A New Era (New York:
Poseidon Press, 1991), pp. 65–68.

17. Irving L. Janis and Leon Mann, Decision Making: A Psychological Analysis of Conflict,
Choice and Commitment (New York: Free Press, 1977), esp. pp. 55–58, 74, 107–33.
Richard Ned Lebow, Between Peace and War: The Nature of International Crisis (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981); Robert Jervis, Richard Ned Lebow and
Janice Gross Stein, Psychology and Deterrence (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1985); and Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein, We All Lost the Cold
War (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994), ch. 4, for applications to inter-
national relations.

18. Baruch Fischoff, “Hindsight is not Equal to Foresight: The Effect of Outcome Knowl-
edge on Judgment under Uncertainty,” Journal of Experimental Psychology: Human Per-
ception and Performance 1 (2) (1975), pp. 288–99; S. A. Hawkins and R. Hastie,
“Hindsight: Biased Judgments of Past Events after the Outcomes are Known,” Psycholog-
ical Bulletin 107 (3) (1990), pp. 311–27. The tendency was earlier referred to as “retro-
spective determinism” in comparative-historical studies by Reinhard Bendix,
Nation-Building and Citizenship (New York: Wiley, 1964). See also Philip E. Tetlock and
Aaron Belkin, “Counterfactual Thought Experiments in World Politics: Logical, Method-
ological, and Psychological Perspectives,” in Tetlock and Belkin, Counterfactual Thought
Experiments in World Politics, pp. 15–16.

216 Richard Ned Lebow and Janice Gross Stein

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



19. L. Ross, M. R. Lepper, F. Strack and J. Steinmetz, “Social Explanation and Social Expec-
tation: Effects of Real and Hypothetical Explanations on Subjective Likelihood,” Journal
of Personality and Social Psychology 35 (1977), pp. 817–29; Philip E. Tetlock and Richard
Ned Lebow, “Poking Counterfactual Holes in Covering Laws: Cognitive Styles and Po-
litical Learning,” American Political Science Review 95 (December 2001), pp. 829–43

20. Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979);
Jervis, System Effects; Lars-Erik Cederman, Emergent Properties in World Politics: How
States and Nations Develop and Dissolve (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997).

21. Niklas Luhmann, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, 2 vols. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp,
1998) I, ch. 2.

22. On the World War I case, see Richard Ned Lebow, “Contingency, Catalysts, and Interna-
tional System Change,” Political Science Quarterly 115 (Winter 2000–01), pp. 591–616.

Understanding the End of the Cold War 217

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



This page intentionally left blank 

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.


