
5 Beginnings of the end
How the Cold War crumbled

Odd Arne Westad

The Cold War, as an international system, had not one but many endings, which
were spread out over several continents and over the decade or so prior to 1989.
All of these belonged to larger processes of change, some closely connected to
the functioning of the Cold War system of bipolarity and some that developed at
its geographical and social periphery. If one compares the end of the Cold War to
the demise of earlier international systems, such as the Franco-British rivalry of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, or the wars of religion two centuries
before that, the period of its decline can be said to have been relatively brief. This
was perhaps a result of the twentieth century’s revolution in communications:
news of the system’s fragility spread much more quickly than did, say, word of the
weakening of the Qing empire in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century.

While this chapter attempts to identify several of the preconditions for the
political changes of the late 1980s and early 1990s, it is vital to understand that
these preconditions were manifested in specific historical moments. Such
moments were not only representative of general trends. They were also decisive
events in their own right in which choices were made or given expression that
linked preconditions to outcome. These are moments, in other words, that are
both constituent and constituting. They throw light on why men acted as they did,
and thus had direct and far-reaching consequences.1

There is obviously great variation in how and when the Cold War ended for
people of different groups and nations. In the Middle East, it could be argued that
the Cold War ended with the Iranian revolution of 1978–79, a political, religious
and social revolt in which both pro-Western modernizers and pro-Soviet commu-
nists were outmaneuvered by Islamist groups whose agenda only tangentially
related to central Cold War concerns.2 In China, the Cold War possibly ended
with Sino-Soviet normalization in the spring of 1989, a process that, like the
killings of students in Beijing the following month, could be undertaken without
seriously interfering with Deng Xiaoping’s relations with the West. Both of these
‘end-points’ serve as useful reminders that the Cold War did not always have a
happy ending for the people who had previously lived in its thrall.

The endings discussed and analyzed below are only five among many that were
proposed at the conference from which this chapter grew. They have a variety of
geographical as well as topical centers. Nevertheless, they all underline the fact
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that the gradual end to the Cold War often had less to do with spectacular events,
such as the fall of the Berlin Wall, than with changes in perceptions and priori-
ties. In simple terms, at given points, these were issues that began to matter more
to a society than its Cold War concerns. The Cold War system, thus, to most
people in most places, did not so much collapse as become increasingly irrele-
vant. Perhaps more than anything else, the events presented below sketch a
history of the end of the Cold War that shows how leaders, East and West,
responded to such changing concerns.3

Willy Brandt in Warsaw, 1970

One of the strongest images in European post-war history is that of West German
Chancellor Willy Brandt on his knees in the December snow, paying homage to
the Poles killed by Germans after the 1944 Warsaw uprising. Brandt had come to
Warsaw in 1970 to sign a treaty normalizing the Polish–West German relation-
ship, made possible by Bonn’s formal acceptance of the post-war Oder–Neisse
line as the border between the two countries. But the visit’s significance was not
merely born of the Federal Republic’s acceptance of the permanent loss of the
German eastern lands, which advanced Brandt’s policy of dismantling the divi-
sions of post-war Europe (Ostpolitik). It rested no less on the symbol of a German
Chancellor, whose own return to Germany after the war had been in an Allied uni-
form, who by a spontaneous act personally accepted German guilt for the unspeak-
able crimes committed during World War II. For the millions who watched the live
broadcast on television – especially in eastern Europe – Brandt’s gesture repre-
sented an end to the post-war era, undermining as it did those fears of German
revanchism that had helped legitimize the Soviet–east European alliances.

As the Polish intellectual Adam Michnik recently remarked, a direct line con-
nects Brandt’s kneeling gesture in Warsaw and the Polish and Czech entrance into
the Western economic and military alliances 30 years later. Without the policies
represented in Brandt’s act, those elements from the past that perpetuated the divi-
sion of Europe into two enemy blocs could have remained in place much longer.
It is, I would argue, the image of Germany that is the crux of the story here. With
a revitalized Germany (slowly) being transformed from bugbear to trading part-
ner, the Soviet hold on eastern Europe (and especially Poland) began to slip. The
east Europeans of course had plenty of other reasons to complain about commu-
nist domestic and national oppression and to oppose an alliance with Moscow in
the first place. But the image of a fascist/revanchist Germany, assiduously culti-
vated by the KGB and its friends, remained remarkably current among the peo-
ples of the East even in the late 1960s, and was an obstacle to their ability to
envision a different European state system.

Among many possible projects that could be devoted to the study of the changes
that occurred in eastern Europe, I am particularly fond of recommending a
comparative study of how the terms and concepts of history were transformed
during the 1970s and 1980s. When talking to friends from that part of Europe, I
was struck at the time by how the ‘liberation’ of 1945 was being replaced with
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‘occupation’, how Hitlerite and Stalinist tyranny gradually became equated (and
the links between them became observed and explicit), and how, especially in
Poland, an increasing awareness of German history worked to weaken the per-
ception of the Third Reich (and the GDR) as ‘the real Germany’. Once Brandt
represented the real Germany – he was elected in the autumn of 1969 largely due
to his foreign policy platform – this alternative became increasingly real. Brandt’s
own comment on election night – ‘Now Hitler has truly lost the war’ – meant
more than simply the fact that an émigré had become the first SPD chancellor
since 1930.4

While deliberately changing the image of Germany by validating the outcome
of World War II, Brandt’s Ostpolitik was also an activist policy. In place of
‘Germany as the enemy’, he and the SPD leadership sought to promote the image
of ‘Germany as a leader’. Economically as well as politically German involve-
ment in eastern Europe grew from almost nil in the mid-1960s to a position of
prominence a decade later. Instead of dealing with eastern Europe and the GDR
through Moscow, as Adenauer had done, Brandt used German economic power in
order to establish direct relationships with the countries to its east. One of the rea-
sons the Soviets ‘feared Brandt more than they did any of his predecessors’ was
that his government deliberately sought to increase all levels of contact across that
Iron Curtain which was increasingly becoming a protective wall for the Soviets.
For the Soviets, Brandt’s slogan ‘Wandel durch Annäherung’ came to mean
‘change through getting too close’, just as domestic criticism of Brandt – spear-
headed by the spiteful campaigns of Axel Springer’s Bild-Zeitung – considered it
to mean ‘change through becoming more like the East’.5

Brandt’s policies no doubt led to greater contact between the two halves of
Europe and prepared the way for European détente and the Helsinki Conference
on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE) in 1975. It is also relatively obvi-
ous that the permeability of borders benefited the West more than it did the East,
ultimately contributing to the collapse of the east European regimes. By the mid-
1980s, those regimes were most anxious to limit ties with the West in order to
ensure their own survival. But by then it was too late. It was only right, then, that
Willy Brandt, chairman of the SPD at the time, was the first foreign leader
received by Mikhail Gorbachev in the Kremlin after the latter’s election as
General Secretary in 1985.

The question remains over whether the collapse of communism was an inten-
tional or unintentional effect of Ostpolitik. In other words, did Ostpolitik consti-
tute an acceptance of the European status quo, with the resulting defeatist
connotations, or was it a deliberate German strategy intended to weaken and ulti-
mately destroy Soviet positions on the continent? The posthumous reinvention of
Willy Brandt as an all-European saint has done little to advance this debate.6

Brandt, like almost everyone else in Europe in the early 1970s, clearly expected
the communist regimes in the East to last for a very long time. He also clearly
preferred, as did his successors, to give and take with the east European elites,
neither foreseeing nor encouraging revolt from below. On the other hand, Brandt
was perhaps the first Western leader who regarded his east European opponents

70 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
.



as politicians who would have to respond to pressures from various segments of
their societies as the links with the West grew closer. Brandt fully expected this
long-term process to loosen the ties that bound these countries to the Soviet
Union. In other words, Brandt expected the Eastern elites to eventually open up
to change. In the end, however, it was popular participation and the attraction of
a strong Germany within an integrated western Europe that made these changes
irreversible.

Enrico Berlinguer in Rome, 1979

At the Festa dell’Unità in Rome in June 1979, the General Secretary of the Partito
Comunista Italiano (Italian Communist Party, or PCI), Enrico Berlinguer, spoke
out publicly for the first time against the structure of Soviet socialism, demand-
ing free elections and freedom of information as essential preconditions for pop-
ular rule. For the Moscow leadership, Berlinguer’s remarks came as no surprise.
They were accustomed to criticism from Italian communists, expressed both in
bilateral meetings and in l’Unità, the PCI newspaper. However, for millions of
west European communists it was the first time the head of the largest commu-
nist party in the West – which received more than 30 per cent of the Italian pop-
ular vote – had delivered ex cathedra a comprehensive and personal critique of
Soviet socialism. To many, Berlinguer’s remarks meant that he now viewed
Moscow as an enemy of the goals his party was struggling for. The ‘light from the
October revolution’, which Berlinguer’s predecessor Togliatti so often held up to
his audiences, seemed finally to have been extinguished in western Europe.7

The emergence of Eurocommunism, as presented by leaders of the Italian,
French and Spanish Communist Parties, altered the conditions under which the
Cold War was fought and helped to transform the framework in which political
developments took place in Europe – both west and east – and in the Soviet
Union. In the western states, Eurocommunism meant that the majority of com-
munists accepted those very institutions – parliamentary, social and educational –
that had stood at the core of the communist critique of capitalist society for
generations. Most historians and political sociologists agree that in the wake of the
unrest of the late 1960s CP leaders decided that, for the time being, they had more
to fear from challenges to bourgeois institutions emanating from both the right and
the left than they had from their political opponents within these institutions.
General apprehensions over social stability could be translated into brokered deals
with other parties that met the short-term demands of their working-class mem-
bers. The communist parties further expected that their electoral fortunes would
improve as a result of such ‘social compromises’ and that, by the end of the decade,
they would be close to assuming power through the ballot box.8

Many anti-communist observers at the time, both in Europe and in the United
States, dismissed the new-found communist dedication to bourgeois institutions
as solely tactical, comparing Eurocommunism to earlier periods of moderation
and predicting that it would eventually be overtaken by renewed revolutionary
activism. They viewed the communist criticism of the Soviet Union as an obvious
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expression of such tactics and anticipated a renewal of allegiance to Moscow once
the Soviets and west European communist leaders considered that to be oppor-
tune. Historical sources reveal that in the first half of the 1970s these suspicions
might have been well founded. In Italy, for instance, the PCI fully expected that a
return to ‘revolutionary mass action’ would be necessary in order to defend the
gains the party would make within bourgeois institutions. At the same time, the
‘independence’ of the west European CPs was not only accepted but actively
encouraged by Moscow as a tactic intended to attract support and help uncouple
western Europe from the United States.9

But, as sometimes happens, things turned out rather differently. As criticism of
the Soviet Union became legitimate, party intellectuals began to look critically at
their own history and started to develop a more profound critique of the Soviet
experience, focusing on the causes of oppression and stagnation. Such activities
were at first restricted to a distinct minority within the CPs. But because they
were allowed to make themselves heard, such critiques gradually began to influ-
ence the discussions among party leaders and set the tone for party discourse.
Berlinguer, a restless soul, felt that his loyal criticism of Soviet policies – con-
cerning eastern Europe, for instance – was not taken seriously by the Moscow
leaders. Influenced by critical intellectuals within the Italian party, he initiated a
move that would ultimately lead his party to exit entirely from the Soviet orbit.

The first serious challenge to Moscow’s world view was Berlinguer’s remark-
able statement in mid-June 1976 in which he claimed that Italy’s NATO member-
ship would facilitate the creation of socialism in Italy. ‘It is better to be in this
area. This guarantees us the kind of socialism that we want, to be precise, social-
ism in liberty, socialism of a pluralist type.’10 The new PCI position on Italian
NATO membership provoked a furious personal letter from Moscow to
Berlinguer. But the Italians would not relent. In 1977 the PCI’s newspaper and
party journals began to report on Soviet and east European dissidents, including
Brezhnev’s personal bêtes noires, Iurii Orlov and Aleksandr Ginzburg. They also
took up the cause of the Czechoslovak opposition movement, Charter 77, con-
demning the Prague government for its violations of human rights. When criti-
cized by the Soviets for sabotaging Moscow’s attempts to negotiate with the
United States, the PCI responded that it was fully possible to both criticize human
rights abuses and support arms-control negotiations, a position remarkably simi-
lar to that taken by the new US administration of Jimmy Carter. From the spring
of 1978, the PCI also attacked the Soviet military presence in Africa and began to
support the Eritrean liberation movements in their armed uprising against the
Soviet-backed regime in Ethiopia.11

Nevertheless, Berlinguer attempted to keep channels open to the Soviets up to
mid-1979, characterizing the Soviet Union as ‘socialist’, sending delegations to
Moscow and receiving delegations from the CPSU in Rome.12 But uncertainties
in the relationship to the ‘fatherland of socialism’, together with a lack of results
in Berlinguer’s compromesso storico (historical compromise) with the ruling
Christian democrat government of Giulio Andreotti, contributed to a decline in
support for the party. Berlinguer’s decision to go public with a comprehensive
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criticism of the Soviet Union was probably connected to the PCI’s withdrawal of
support from the Andreotti government and the need to create clarity before the
resulting mid-1979 elections. At the 15th PCI Congress that spring, Berlinguer
criticized internal as well as external Soviet policies. The assertion that the
compromesso storico could mean competition as well as cooperation with the
Christian democrats – and that it was up to Rome, not Moscow, to judge what best
suited Italy – seems to have been the basis for the PCI’s final liberation from
Soviet leadership.

From the summer of 1979 the relationship between the Italian party and
Moscow rapidly deteriorated. Berlinguer took a strictly neutral position on arms-
control controversies over intermediate nuclear weapons in Europe, refusing to
join the East bloc criticism of the NATO decisions. When the Soviets invaded
Afghanistan in December 1979, the leader of the Italian Communist Party did not
just deplore Moscow’s actions but termed them ‘acts of aggression’.13 He decided
to boycott the CPSU 26th Congress in February 1980. After martial law was
declared in Poland in December 1981, Berlinguer uttered the phrase that some
PCI party activists had waited for over a decade to hear: ‘The innovative impulse
that had its origin in the October revolution has been exhausted.’14

The Italian critique of the Soviet Union was not just important in terms of west
European politics. It served as an inspiration for socialist dissidents in eastern
Europe and for reformers within the Soviet Communist Party itself. Many of the
intellectuals who came to advise Mikhail Gorbachev after 1985 have testified
that their own attitudes changed as a result of encounters with Italian communist
leaders in the 1970s. It was, says one of them, Georgii Shakhnazarov, not just the
criticism of the Soviet system itself but the Italians’ strident conviction that dem-
ocratic politics suited socialism best that began to create doubts among the
younger generation of Soviet leaders. Over time, fueling that doubt may have
been Eurocommunism’s main contribution to European history.

The Ayatollah Khomeini in Qum, 1980

When Ruhollah Khomeini returned to Iran on 1 February 1979 after over 15 years
of exile, his world view presented a sharp contrast to the left–right division that
had dominated Iranian politics for more than a generation. Instead of popular
power or authoritarian reform, the center of Khomeini’s political doctrine was
God, which meant that the ultimate purpose of man’s life was to obey the precepts
of the Holy Koran. At the beginning of the rebellion against the Shah, none of the
superpowers took the Muslim leader seriously as a political contender in his own
right, and both Washington and Moscow suspected him of ‘objectively’ serving
the purposes of their enemies in Tehran. But as Khomeini and his followers out-
maneuvered all of their political opponents in 1979–80, primarily by means of
commanding greater popular support than anyone else, it became clear even to
the most myopic intelligence official that the political discourse in all Muslim
countries was changing and that neither side in the Cold War would necessarily
benefit from the outcome.
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By 1979 the Ayatollah Khomeini had himself come a long way from his early
days as an introspective Islamic cleric. Contrary to Western and Soviet concep-
tions of Khomeini in the 1980s that emphasized his ‘fundamentalism’ and tradi-
tionalism, more recent interpretations have placed him and his movement, both
within and outside of Iran, in a decidedly radical populist category. While there is
no doubt about Khomeini’s deeply felt religious faith and his belief that all
answers to societal questions could be found in the Holy Koran and the Hadiths,
his willingness to interpret Islam in political and social contexts was a function
of his last decade in exile. The Ayatollah himself admitted that some of the pres-
sure to address the world more directly came from the young generation of
nationalist and often left-wing Iranians who demonstrated against the Shah in the
1960s and 1970s and who often paid a high personal price for their endeavors in
the regime’s prisons or execution chambers.15

After returning to Iran in 1979 the Ayatollah found that his political messages
drew persons closer to his faith while the strong role of Islam in society secured
the widest possible audience for his political sermons. It was an unbeatable com-
bination in the battle against the Shah, the Shah’s liberal successors and ultimately
the Iranian communists – the Tudeh Party. As historian Ervand Abrahamian
argues, Khomeini was completely conscious of mediating between religion and
politics. His constant references to ‘Islamic masses’, ‘oppressed peoples’ and ‘rev-
olutionary martyrs’ borrowed heavily from leftist political traditions and made it
possible for him to appear as the sponsor of a home-grown revolutionary doc-
trine.16 On the other hand, his obvious personal piety and his insistence that
returning to ‘the words of God’ meant establishing an ‘orderly’ society in which
the ‘excesses’ of the Shah and the infidelity of the communists would be done away
with secured him an audience among the petit bourgeois, who later constituted the
core of his support.

In expounding his world view, Khomeini presented the United States and the
Soviet Union as ‘the party of the Devil’ in quite literal terms. The United States’
satanic influence was manifest in its support for the ungodly and unjust regime of
the Shah, as well as through its encouragement of the Wahhabi occupation of
Islam’s holy cities and its arming of Israel’s crusade against the Muslims. The
Soviet Union propagated the Devil through its declared atheism, had ‘attacked
and exterminated’ Muslim peoples in central Asia, and entertained designs
regarding the lands of Khomeini’s Islamic Republic. The two powers were basi-
cally run by the same faith in man’s perfectibility which Khomeini viewed as the
global counterpoint to ‘the party of God’. In his message to Iranian pilgrims
issued in the great mosque at Qum on 12 September 1980 Khomeini asserted that
he saw no difference between them:

America plans to destroy us, all of us…We have turned our backs on the East
and the West, on the Soviet Union and America, in order to run our country
ourselves. Do we therefore deserve to be attacked by the East and the West?
The position we have attained is an historical exception, given the present
conditions in the world, but our goal will certainly not be lost if we are to die,
martyred and defeated.17
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Khomeini’s world view is presented as a clear and universal alternative to both
capitalist exploitation and communist unbelief. It resulted from two generations –
Khomeini was born in 1902 – of trying and failing to superimpose the Cold War
discourse on the situation in Iran and elsewhere in the Third World. Khomeini’s
Islamism was a forerunner of many who would argue later in the twentieth century
that the tragedy of the post-colonial experience was connected to such attempted
superimpositions. For Iranian or Afghan Islamists the examples were close at hand.
In their view, the Shah had dragged his own country through the dirt in an attempt
to achieve a ‘modern’ capitalist society, just as the Afghan communist rulers, the
People’s Democratic Party, had broken all compacts with their people in the race
to achieve socialist modernity. The failure of both was, in the Islamists’ view, a
sign that the project could not be accomplished and that an alternative, simultane-
ously repudiating Soviet and US modernity, had to be developed.18

During the 1980s political Islam – Islamism – provided an anti-capitalist and
anti-communist platform from which to seek political power among Muslim peo-
ples. As a doctrine, albeit varying enormously in its different settings, Islamism
gave new hope to millions of persons over the following two decades. The victory
in Afghanistan meant that Islamism had delivered a ‘permanent blow’ against the
party of the Devil, although continued warfare against the other ‘wing’ of devilry,
the United States, proved much less effective at the end of the Cold War and after.
The main point is that the Cold War dichotomy had lost its relevance to the polit-
ical discourse. Of course, the intellectual hegemony of modernity had never been
global even before the 1970s, but it is nevertheless clear that revolutions such as
that which occurred in Iran began pointing in new and different directions. Cold
War concerns were becoming less important among both the elites and the pub-
lic at large because these concerns were no longer perceived to be a mirror of the
problems faced by their countries.

Marshal Viktor Kulikov in Warsaw, 1981

By the early 1980s the Soviet Union had begun a slow and painful reorientation
from the interventionism of the late 1960s and 1970s. The optimistic, not to say
opportunistic, interventions in Africa in the mid-1970s and the more pessimistic,
defensive, invasion of Afghanistan later that decade were replaced by a decided
unwillingness to intervene, even when what had been projected as basic Soviet
interests were threatened. The symbol of this reorientation was the refusal in
December 1981 by Warsaw Pact supreme commander Marshal Viktor G. Kulikov
to commit his troops to support martial law in Poland. Kulikov’s orders from the
Politburo were clear. There was to be no intervention, even if Polish strongman
General Wojciech Jaruzelski botched the crackdown on the opposition. At the
Politburo meeting on 10 December, Iurii Andropov, a strong supporter of the
Afghan intervention and destined to succeed Leonid Brezhnev the following year
as party leader, told his colleagues that, ‘even if Poland were to be ruled by
Solidarity, so be it’. ‘We have to take care of our own country,’ Andropov said.
The Polish communists were astonished and some of them, including Jaruzelski,
were dejected. In the 1980s they would have to fend for themselves.19
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The two years that separated the Afghan invasion from the non-intervention in
Poland seem to have been crucial for the reorientation of Soviet strategy. We are
now slowly discerning a debate that took place within the Moscow leadership
whose main premises were the perceived failure of Soviet-backed Third World
regimes, the unwelcomed postponement of a withdrawal from Afghanistan, and
the gradual decline in the relative economic capabilities of the Soviet state. It was
a debate whose outcome was not certain until much later in the decade, well after
Mikhail Gorbachev had taken over the leadership, and which moved back and
forth in the jockeying of positions for primacy in the late- and post-Brezhnev
transition races. But in spite of the uncertain outcome, the arguments over inter-
ventionism showed to everyone involved that the room for maneuver in Soviet
foreign policy was becoming increasingly restricted, and that assertive action in
one area was bound to have disastrous repercussions in other areas, including in
the relationship with the West. As Vojtech Mastny wisely observes, ‘the tired
leaders of the declining superpower proved to have greater sensitivity to long-
term Western pressure and the subtle power of ideas than most of their contem-
poraries, misled by the formidable appearance of the Soviet military machine,
were prepared to believe’.

Soviet disenchantments in the Third World seem to have played a much more
important role in provoking the foreign policy reorientation of the early 1980s
than was earlier believed.20 A number of experts in the Central Committee,
including some of the very leaders who had argued most forcefully for a Soviet
need to involve itself more expansively in Third World affairs in the early and
mid-1970s, had become disillusioned by the late 1970s and were arguing that
there were no real communists to be found in Africa, Asia or Latin America. To
some of them, the difficulties in directing Marxist-Leninist regimes outside east-
ern Europe – from Vietnam and Ethiopia to Cuba – proved that local leftists were
unable to learn from the Soviet experience and, with Soviet economic and mili-
tary assistance, were making a mockery of the global relevance of the October
revolution. While the difficulties of transferring the Soviet experience to different
climes were clear from the very beginning, some of the reports from the late
1970s emphasized the lack of progress in established socialist regimes such as
Vietnam and Cuba, together with the inability of ‘new democratic’ countries such
as Afghanistan and Ethiopia to move in the right direction.

For persons who believed in the universal application of the Soviet version of
modernity, observing and explaining these negative developments constituted a
severe course in disillusionment, similar, in many ways, to the intellectual trajec-
tory of those who renounced modernization theory in the United States as Vietnam
was ‘being lost’. It is interesting, though, that the beginning of this process in the
Soviet Union took place before the experience of a lost war. This, I believe, can
only be explained by the particularly important role that political theory played in
Soviet elite ideology. Up to 1975, most Soviet leaders had observed the Third
World by means of images produced and reproduced in Moscow. By the late 1970s
some leaders had themselves visited the new ‘socialist’ republics and were aston-
ished by what they saw. As Andrei Kirilenko exclaimed to the Politburo when
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Afghanistan descended into chaos in early 1979, ‘Look what Marxists we have
found!’

It is typical of Soviet thinking that only after realizing that these regimes could
be neither easily directed nor controlled did the economic cost of Moscow’s
involvement emerge as a concern. Besides saying something about the poverty of
Soviet alliances, it also tells us much, as Robert English and Andrew Bennett have
observed, about how perceptual change occurred within the system. In ways sim-
ilar to what has been argued about Western ‘Third-Worldism’ in the 1960s and
1970s, it seems that the Soviet debate on Third World development became a mir-
ror for more elusive debates about the situation at home. Seen in that perspective,
it is not surprising that many of those who had first engineered, and then rejected,
Soviet interventionism later re-emerged as reformers during the Gorbachev era.21

Ronald Reagan in Reykjavik, 1986

Ronald Reagan, elected in 1980, was in many ways the first post-modern US
President. His view of the world was consciously determined by the personae he
had created on and off screen. His ideologies were positional rather than cultural
or historical – he did not recognize any fundamental differences between the tra-
jectory he foresaw for his own country and those that could be possible for oth-
ers, and he created a series of stories of international affairs in which concepts
such as ‘power’, ‘trust’, and ‘victory’ took on very different meanings, depending
on the direction of the narrative. Over the course of his presidency Reagan
became the leader who, better than anyone, spans the gap between the Cold War
and the post-Cold War world, perceptually as well as politically.

Attempting to understand this President has proven to be one of the most
difficult tasks for historians analyzing the Cold War era. To some, Reagan the
decision maker simply does not exist. He is submerged in the general body of the
‘Reagan administration’, which is then perceived as following an aggressive Cold
War policy and, in the histories of some, ends up winning the global contest. To
others, Reagan is at the center of events, and his policies, though at first largely
disconnected, ultimately point in consistent fashion to a new way of viewing the
United States and the world. Almost as a by-product, they ended up defeating the
Soviet Union. At the moment, both are plausible accounts, as are others, and it is
unlikely that we will get close to determining which avenue we want to follow
until the documents of the Reagan administration become available for research.

What I want to do here is to suggest a possible link between the neo-conservative
anti-communist Reagan, on the one hand, and the Reagan who was the critic of
traditional Cold War nuclear doctrines. Both types have been spotted in the
recent literature. While fully accepting, at least for now, the contention that
Reagan’s policies were, to put it mildly, amorphous, it is interesting to note how
these dissonances did not render him politically ineffective. He could, in his inim-
itable way, appeal to roughly the same political constituencies with policies that
would have, a decade before, been considered to be severely dislocated. The best
way of understanding how this was possible is, in my opinion, to underline the
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changing concerns of US public opinion in the 1980s: how the Cold War ceased
to be the lens through which all domestic and foreign issues were generally
viewed.

When Ronald Reagan came to the Reykjavik summit on 11 October 1986 he
had already made up his mind to offer deep cuts in US nuclear arsenals in return
for Soviet acceptance of the, as yet unrealized, Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI).
It could be argued that the reason why some of his political supporters and, cer-
tainly, the Soviet delegation were taken aback by the proposals was that they had
not been listening to what the President had been saying publicly for at least two
years. Reagan wanted, in a phrase he borrowed from the distinguished nuclear
physicist and fellow conservative, Edward Teller, ‘a shield rather than a sword’. He
wanted a reduction, as he saw it, of the possibility of an all-destructive nuclear war
while the United States put its own house in order and the Soviet Union got set to
follow the same road to capitalism as most of the world was already traveling on.

What is remarkable about the ‘Reagan reversal’ is that, as political scientist Beth
Fischer has pointed out, it began well before Mikhail Gorbachev’s reformism
became apparent in the Kremlin.22 By mid-1984, and possibly even earlier, the US
approach to dealing with the Soviet Union had begun to swing from the hard-line
confrontation of the late Carter and early Reagan years to a policy stressing the
need to make all future conflicts containable, a policy that viewed arms control as
one way of achieving this aim. Fischer believes that the extraordinary tension that
came to the fore during the ‘Able Archer 83’ NATO exercise – when the Soviet
leadership seems to have suspected preparations for a US nuclear first strike – was
the main cause for Reagan’s change of tack. But though undoubtedly important, it
is unlikely that the 1983 war scare was the only reason why someone who had
made anti-communism and a strong defense two of the cornerstones of his political
career began to retool halfway through his presidency.

As Fischer admits, Reagan’s hawkishness had never extended all the way to
nuclear weapons. Even in the early 1980s, while signing programs to upgrade the
US nuclear arsenal, Reagan had been the first President to ever refuse to sit
through White House SIOP briefings, always finding an excuse to absent himself
when the matter was brought up. To the horror of some of his officials, this most
anti-communist of presidents refused to even contemplate nuclear retaliation as a
possibility, and preferred to talk about US ‘power’ in the most general of terms.
Reagan was an optimist who believed that the world would slowly begin moving
in the right direction, inspired in part by his ‘American miracle’. In this scenario
there simply was no room for nuclear war.

By the mid-1980s it seemed to the President that he had found a way to tie up
the loose ends of his approach to the prospects of nuclear warfare. On the one
hand, the United States was getting ‘stronger’ domestically through a mix of pros-
perity and responsibility that Reagan often celebrated. He had won the battle
against what probably had been, in his own vision, the main enemy the whole
time: a US liberalism with its mix of collectivism, moral uncertainty and foreign
appeasement. On the other hand, SDI provided Reagan with the perfect antidote
to the threat of nuclear warfare. While the world was changing for the better, the
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United States and its allies could solidify their role as examples for others under
the protection of the laser umbrella.

The ‘Zero Option’ – the elimination of all nuclear weapons – that Reagan
accepted at Reykjavik can only be understood in this context. As he told
Gorbachev, all Soviet concerns about the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty
could be put aside since ‘what the hell use will ABMs or anything else be if we
eliminate nuclear weapons?’23 Though it may be going too far to call him a
‘nuclear abolitionist’, it is quite clear that Reagan anno 1986 had come to view
concepts such as ‘the strategic balance’ as directly opposed to the changes he
wanted to bring about. In this respect, Reagan’s views reflected the concerns of
the US public, although, as usual, with a more optimistic twist. For most Americans,
the world had become a more dangerous place by the mid-1980s, not because of
Soviet missiles but because of a whole range of new challenges, from trade
deficits to terrorism. The Soviets remained a threat, but even conservative voters
could hardly hold them responsible for the rise in car imports from Japan or the
relocation of US blue-collar jobs to Mexico.

It could be argued that Ronald Reagan’s main story was always about the
United States and its future and that the Cold War was a minor thread. This puts
him in the role of a transitory political leader, pointing towards a new era. If we
choose to see the whole neo-conservative project of the late 1970s and early
1980s as primarily about regaining control of the United States and decisively
defeating liberalism at home, then the victories seemingly won by 1986 permit-
ted Reagan to end the Cold War arms race in order to more effectively deal with
the United States’ threats from abroad. As seen even from within the United
States, the Cold War was, if not actually receding, then at least rapidly changing
its shape by the mid-1980s.

A whimper, not a bang?

Dramatic as the images of 1989 and 1991 are, they do not help us much in estab-
lishing the genealogy of the Cold War’s demise. The changes of the late Gorbachev
era had their roots in the manifold events and processes of previous decades,
although often in ways that are difficult to uncover. This article has attempted to
rescue some of these events and processes through explicating how five historical
moments between 1970 and 1986 symbolized profound changes that, in the end,
contributed to the end of the Cold War. The re-establishment of German foreign
policy, the transformation of west European communism, the emergence of polit-
ical Islam, the decline in the Soviet will to intervene, and the domestic political
successes of the United States’ neo-conservative movement all had a determining
influence on how and when the Cold War ended. They should, thus, be studied as
part of that broader process. Obviously, there are many other end-points in need of
additional research – the economic and financial changes of the 1970s and early
1980s, for instance – but I gladly leave these cases to others to make.24

Some scholars believe that moving the beginning of the end of the Cold War
back by a decade would deny Mikhail Gorbachev and his Soviet leadership their
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place as the primes movens of change. This is of course not the case. Gorbachev’s
greatness consisted in recognizing many of these trends shortly after coming into
office and having the courage to act in accordance. As Karl Marx liked to point
out, the wages of those who complete historical processes – especially when the
completion is long overdue – are rarely gratifying. Historians should be the last
to deny Gorbachev his prize as the main terminator of the Cold War.

But just like the existence of the Cold War had causes other than the Soviet
Union, the end of the Cold War had causes other than Gorbachev. Many of them
are to be found, I believe, at the periphery of the Cold War system itself: in lega-
cies from the past and in processes of social change within Europe; in the resist-
ance to Western domination that bridges the pre- and post-Cold War eras outside
of Europe. As with the study of the fall of other international systems, it is likely
that only by broadening our view will the many roads leading to the end of the
Cold War come into sight.
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