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WHO WON THE
COLD WAR?

by Daniel Deudney and G. Jobn Ikenberry

The end of the Cold War marks the most
important historical divide in half a century.
The magnitude of those developments has
ushered in a wide-ranging debate over the
reasons for its end—a debate that is likely to be
as protracted, controversial, and politically
significant as that over the Cold War’s origins.
The emerging debate over why the Cold War
ended is of more than historical interest: At
stake is the vindicaton and legitimation of an
entire world view and foreign policy orienta-
tion.

In thinking about the Cold War’s conclu-
sion, it is vital to distinguish between the do-
mestic origins of the crisis in Soviet commu-
nism and the external forces that influenced its
timing and intensity, as well as the direction of
the Soviet response. Undoubtedly, the ultimate
cause of the Cold War’s outcome lies in the
failure of the Soviet system itself. At most,
outside forces hastened and intensified the
crisis. However, it was not inevitable that the
Soviet Union would respond to this crisis as it
did in the late 1980s —with domestic liberaliza-
tion and foreign policy accommodation. After
all, many Western experts expected that the
USSR would respond to such a crisis with re-
newed repression at home and aggression
abroad, as it had in the past.

At that fluid historic juncture, the complex
matrix of pressures, opportunities, and attrac-
tions from the outside world influenced the
direction of Soviet change, particularly in its
foreign policy. The Soviets’ field of vision was
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dominated by the West, the United States, and
recent American foreign policy. Having spent
more than 45 years attempting to influence the
Soviet Union, Americans are now attempting to
gauge the weight of their country’s impact and,
thus, the track record of U.S. policies.

In assessing the rest of the world’s impact on
Soviet change, a remarkably simplistic and self-
serving conventional wisdom has emerged in
the United States. This new conventonal wis-
dom, the “Reagan victory school,” holds that
President Ronald Reagan’s military and ideo-
logical assertiveness during the 1980s played
the lead role in the collapse of Soviet commu-
nism and the “taming” of its foreign policy. In
that view the Reagan administration’s ideologi-
cal counter-offensive and military buildup deliv-
ered the knock-out punch to a system that was
internally bankrupt and on the ropes. The
Reagan Right’s perspective is an ideologically
pointed version of the more broadly held con-
ventional wisdom on the end of the Cold War
that emphasizes the success of the “peace-
through-strength” strategy manifest in four
decades of Western containment. After decades
of waging a costly “twilight struggle,” the West
now celebrates the triumph of its military and
ideological resolve.

The Reagan victory school and the broader
peace-through-strength perspectives are, how-
ever, misleading and incomplete—both in their
interpretation of events in the 1980s and in
their understanding of deeper forces that led to
the end of the Cold War. It is important to
reconsider the emerging conventional wisdom
before it truly becomes an article of faith on
Cold War history and comes to distort the
thinking of policymakers in America and else-
where.

The collapse of the Cold War caught almost
everyone, particularly hardliners, by surprise.
Conservatives and most analysts in the U.S.
national security establishment believed that the
Soviet-U.S. struggle was a permanent feature of
international relations. As former National
Security Council adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski
put it in 1986, “the American-Soviet contest is
not some temporary aberration but a historical
rivalry that will long endure.” And to many
hardliners, Soviet victory was far more likely
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than Soviet collapse. Many ringing predictions
now echo as embarrassments.

The Cold War’s end was a baby that arrived
unexpectedly, but a long line of those claiming
paternity has quickly formed. A parade of for-
mer Reagan administration officials and advo-
cates has forthrightly asserted that Reagan’s
hard-line policies were the decisive trigger for
reorienting Soviet foreign policy and for the
demise of communism. As former Pentagon
officials like Caspar Weinberger and Richard
Perle, columnist George Will, neoconservative
thinker Irving Kristol, and other proponents of
the Reagan victory school have argued, a com-
bination of military and ideological pressures
gave the Soviets little choice but to abandon
expansionism abroad and repression at home.
In that view, the Reagan military buildup fore-
closed Soviet military options while pushing the
Soviet economy to the breaking point. Reagan
partisans stress that his dramatic “Star Wars”
initative put the Soviets on notice that the next
phase of the arms race would be waged in areas
where the West held a decisive technological
edge.

Reagan and his administration’s military
initiatives, however, played a far different and
more complicated role in inducing Soviet
change than the Reagan victory school asserts.
For every “hardening” there was a “softening”:
Reagan’s rhetoric of the “Evil Empire” was
matched by his vigorous anti-nuclearism; the
military buildup in the West was matched by
the resurgence of a large popular peace move-
ment; and the Reagan Doctrine’s toughening of
containment was matched by major deviations
from containment in East-West economic
relations. Moreover, over the longer term, the
strength marshaled in containment was
matched by mutual weakness in the face of
nuclear weapons, and efforts to engage the
USSR were as important as efforts to contain it.

The Irony of Ronald Reagan

Perhaps the greatest anomaly of the Reagan
victory school is the “Great Communicator”
himself. The Reagan Right ignores that his
anti-nuclearism was as strong as his anticom-
munism. Reagan’s personal convictions on
nuclear weapons were profoundly at odds with
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the beliefs of most in his administration. Staffed
by officials who considered nuclear weapons a
useful instrument of statecraft and who were
openly disdainful of the moral critique of nucle-
ar weapons articulated by the arms control
community and the peace movement, the ad-
ministration pursued the hardest line on nuclear
policy and the Soviet Union in the postwar era.
Then vice president George Bush’s observation
that nuclear weapons would be fired as a warn-
ing shot and Deputy Under Secretary of De-
fense T. K. Jones’s widely quoted view that
nuclear war was survivable captured the reign-
ing ethos within the Reagan administration.

In contrast, there is abundant evidence that
Reagan himself felt a deep antipathy for nuclear
weapons and viewed their aboliton to be a
realistic and desirable goal. Reagan’s call in his
famous March 1983 “Star Wars” speech for a
program to make nuclear weapons impotent
and obsolete was viewed as cynical by many,
but actually it expressed Reagan’s heartfelt
views, views that he came to act upon. As
Washington Post reporter Lou Cannon’s 1991
biography points out, Reagan was deeply dis-
turbed by nuclear deterrence and attracted to
abolitionist solutions. “I know I speak for peo-
ple everywhere when I say our dream is to see
the day when nuclear weapons will be banished
from the face of the earth,” Reagan said in
November 1983. Whereas the Right saw anti-
nuclearism as a threat to American military
spending and the legitimacy of an important
foreign policy tool, or as propaganda for do-
mestic consumption, Reagan sincerely believed
it. Reagan’s anti-nuclearism was not just a per-
sonal sentiment. It surfaced at decisive junctures
to affect Soviet perceptions of American policy.
Sovietologist and strategic analyst Michael
MccGwire has argued persuasively that Reag-
an’s anti-nuclearism decisively influenced Sovi-
et-U.S. relations during the early Gorbachev
years.

Contrary to the conventional wisdom, the
defense buildup did not produce Soviet capitu-
lation. The inidal Soviet response to the Rea-
gan administration’s buildup and belligerent
rhetoric was to accelerate production of offen-
sive weapons, both strategic and conventional.
That impasse was broken not by Soviet capitu-
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lation but by an extraordinary convergence by
Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev on a vision of
mutual nuclear vulnerability and disarmament.
On the Soviet side, the dominance of the hard-
line response to the newly assertive America
was thrown into question in early 1985 when
Gorbachev became general secretary of the
Communist party after the death of Konstantin
Chernenko. Without a background in foreign
affairs, Gorbachev was eager to assess American
intentons directly and put his stamp on Soviet
security policy. Reagan’s strong antinuclear
views expressed at the November 1985 Geneva
summit were decisive in convincing Gorbachev
that it was possible to work with the West in
halting the nuclear arms race. The arms control
diplomacy of the later Reagan years was suc-
cessful because, as Washington Post journalist
Don Oberdorfer has detailed in The Turn: From
the Cold War to a New Era (1991), Secretary of
State George Shultz picked up on Reagan’s
strong convictions and deftly side-stepped hard-
line opposition to agreements. In fact, Schultz’s
success at linking presidential unease about
nuclear weapons to Soviet overtures in the face
of right-wing opposition provides a sharp con-
trast with John Foster Dulles’s refusal to act on
President Dwight Eisenhower’s nuclear doubts
and the opportunities presented by Nikita
Khrushchev’s détente overtures.

Reagan’s commitment to anti-nuclearism and
its potential for transforming the U.S.-Soviet
confrontation was more graphically demonstrat-
ed at the October 1986 Reykjavik summit when
Reagan and Gorbachev came close to agreeing
on a comprehensive program of global denucle-
arization that was far bolder than any seriously
entertained by American strategists since the
Baruch Plan of 1946. The sharp contrast be-
tween Reagan’s and Gorbachev’s shared skepti-
cism toward nuclear weapons on the one hand,
and the Washington security establishment’s
consensus on the other, was showcased in for-
mer secretary of defense James Schlesinger’s
scathing accusation that Reagan was engaged in
“casual utopianism.” But Reagan’s anomalous
anti-nuclearism provided the crucial signal to
Gorbachev that bold initiatives would be recip-
rocated rather than exploited. Reagan’s anti-
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nuclearism was more important than his admin-
istration’s military buildup in catalyzing the end
of the Cold War.

Neither anti-nuclearism nor its embrace by
Reagan have received the credit they deserve
for producing the Soviet-U.S. reconciliation.
Reagan’s accomplishment in this regard has
been met with silence from all sides. Conserva-
tives, not sharing Reagan’s anti-nuclearism,
have emphasized the role of traditional military
strength. The popular peace movement, while
holding deeply antinuclear views, was viscerally
suspicious of Reagan. The establishment arms
control community also found Reagan and his
motives suspect, and his attack on deterrence
conflicted with their desire to stabilize deter-
rence and establish their credentals as sober
participants in security policy making. Reagan’s
radical anti-nuclearism should sustain his repu-
tation as the ultimate Washington outsider.

Reagan partisans have been more suc-
cessful in claiming victory in the Cold
War than they were in achieving it.

The central role of Reagan’s and Gorbachev’s
anti-nuclearism throws new light on the 1987
Treaty on Intermediate-range Nuclear Forces,
the first genuine disarmament treaty of the
nuclear era. The conventional wisdom empha-
sizes that this agreement was the fruit of a
hard-line negotiating posture and the U.S. mili-
tary buildup. Yet the superpowers’ settlement
on the “zero option” was not a vindication of
the hard-line strategy. The zero option was
originally fashioned by hardliners for propagan-
da purposes, and many backed off as its imple-
mentation became likely. The impasse the hard
line created was transcended by the surprising
Reagan-Gorbachev convergence against nuclear
arms.

The Reagan victory school also overstates the
overall impact of American and Western policy
on the Soviet Union during the 1980s. The
Reagan administration’s posture was both evol-
ving and inconsistent. Though loudly proclaim-
ing its intention to go beyond the previous
containment policies that were deemed too soft,
the reality of Reagan’s policies fell short. As
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Sovietologists Gail Lapidus and Alexander
Dallin observed in a 1989 Bulletin of the Atomic
Scientists artcle, the policies were “marked to
the end by numerous zigzags and reversals,
bureaucratic conflicts, and incoherence.” Al-
though rollback had long been a cherished goal
of the Republican party’s right wing, Reagan
was unwilling and unable to implement it.

The hard-line tendencies of the Reagan ad-
ministration were offset in two ways. First, and
most important, Reagan’s tough talk fueled a
large peace movement in the United States and
Western Europe in the 1980s, 2 movement that
put significant political pressure upon Western
governments to pursue far-reaching arms con-
trol proposals. That mobilization of Western
opinion created a political climate in which the
thetoric and posture of the early Reagan ad-
ministration was a significant political liability.
By the 1984 U.S. presidendal election, the
administration had embraced arms control goals
that it had previously ridiculed. Reagan’s own
anti-nuclearism matched that rising public con-
cern, and Reagan emerged as the spokesman
for comprehensive denuclearization. Paradoxi-
cally, Reagan administration policies substantial-
ly triggered the popular revolt against the nu-
clear hardline, and then Reagan came to pursue
the popular agenda more successfully than any
other postwar president.

Second, the Reagan administration’s hard-
line policies were also undercut by powerful
Western interests that favored East-West eco-
nomic ties. In the early months of Reagan’s
administration, the grain embargo imposed by
President Jimmy Carter after the 1979 Soviet
invasion of Afghanistan was lifted in order to
keep the Republican party’s promises to Mid-
western farmers. Likewise, in 1981 the Reagan
administration did little to challenge Soviet
control of Eastern Europe after Moscow pres-
sured Warsaw to suppress the independent
Polish trade union Solidarity, in part because
Poland might have defaulted on multbillion
dollar loans made by Western banks. Also,
despite strenuous opposition by the Reagan
administration, the NATO allies pushed ahead
with a natural gas pipeline linking the Soviet
Union with Western Europe. That a project
creating substantial economic interdependence

130.



Deudney & Ikenberry

could proceed during the worst period of Sovi-
et-U.S. relations in the 1980s demonstrates the
failure of the Reagan administration to present
an unambiguous hard line toward the Soviet
Union. More generally, NATO allies and the
vocal European peace movement moderated
and buffered hard-line American tendencies.

In sum, the views of the Reagan victory
school are flawed because they neglect powerful
crosscurrents in the West during the 1980s.
The conventional wisdom simplifies a complex
story and ignores those aspects of Reagan ad-
ministration policy inconsistent with the hard-
line rationale. Moreover, the Western “face”
toward the Soviet Union did not consist exclu-
sively of Reagan administration policies, but
encompassed countervailing tendencies from
the Western public, other governments, and
economic interest groups.

Whether Reagan is seen as the consummate
hardliner or the prophet of anti-nuclearism, one
should not exaggerate the influence of his ad-
ministration, or of other short-term forces.
Within the Washington beltway, debates about
postwar military and foreign policy would sug-
gest that Western strategy fluctuated wildly, but
in fact the basic thrust of Western policy to-
ward the USSR remained remarkably consistent.
Arguments from the New Right notwithstand-
ing, Reagan’s containment strategy was not that
different from those of his predecessors. In-
deed, the broader peace-through-strength per-
spective sees the Cold War’s finale as the prod-
uct of a long-term policy, applied over the
decades.

In any case, although containment certainly
played an important role in blocking Soviet
expansionism, it cannot explain either the end
of the Cold War or the direction of Soviet
policy responses. The West’s relationship with
the Soviet Union was not limited to contain-
ment, but included important elements of mu-
tual vulnerability and engagement. The Cold
War’s end was not simply a result of Western
strength but of mutual weakness and intentional
engagement as well.

Most dramatically, the mutual vulnerability
created by nuclear weapons overshadowed
containment. Nuclear weapons forced the Unit-
ed States and the Soviet Union to eschew war
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and the serious threat of war as tools of diplo-
macy and created imperatives for the cooper-
ative regulation of nuclear capability. Both
countries tried to fashion nuclear explosives
into useful instruments of policy, but they came
to the realization—as the joint Soviet-American
statement issued from the 1985 Geneva summit
put it—that “nuclear war cannot be won and
must never be fought.” Both countries slowly
but surely came to view nuclear weapons as a
common threat that must be regulated jointly.
Not just containment, but also the overwhelm-
ing and common nuclear threat brought the
Soviets to the negotating table. In the shadow
of nuclear destruction, common purpose de-
fused traditional antagonisms.

A second error of the peace-through-strength
perspective is the failure to recognize that the
West offered an increasingly benign face to the
communist world. Traditionally, the Soviets’
Marxist-Leninist doctrine held that the capital-
ist West was inevitably hostile and aggressive,
an expectation reinforced by the aggression of
capitalist, fascist Germany. Since World War
II, the Soviets’ principal adversaries had been
democratic capitalist states. Slowly but surely,
Soviet doctrine acknowledged that the West’s
behavior did not follow Leninist expectations,
but was instead increasingly pacific and cooper-
ative. The Soviet willingness to abandon the
Brezhnev Doctrine in the late 1980s in favor of
the “Sinatra Doctrine”—under which any East
European country could sing, “I did it my
way”—suggests a radical transformation in the
prevailing Soviet perception of threat from the
West. In 1990, the Soviet acceptance of the de
facto absorption of communist East Germany
into West Germany involved the same calcula-
tion with even higher stakes. In accepting the
German reunification, despite that country’s
past aggression, Gorbachev acted on the as-
sumption that the Western system was funda-
mentally pacific. As Russian foreign minister
Andrei Kozyrev noted subsequently, that West-
ern countries are pluralistic democracies “prac-
tically rules out the pursuance of an aggressive
foreign policy.” Thus the Cold War ended
despite the assertiveness of Western hardliners,
rather than because of it.
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The War of ldeas

The second front of the Cold War, accord-
ing to the Reagan victory school, was ideologi-
cal. Reagan spearheaded a Western ideological
offensive that dealt the USSR a death blow. For
the Right, driving home the image of the Evil
Empire was a decisive stroke rather than a
rhetorical flourish. Ideological warfare was such
a key front in the Cold War because the Soviet
Union was, at its core, an ideological creation.
According to the Reagan Right, the supreme
vulnerability of the Soviet Union to ideological
assault was greatly underappreciated by West-
ern leaders and publics. In that view, the Cold
War was won by the West’s uncompromising
assertion of the superiority of its values and its
complete denial of the moral legitimacy of the
Soviet system during the 1980s. Western mili-
tary strength could prevent defeat, but only
ideological breakthrough could bring victory.

Underlying that interpretation is a deeply
ideological philosophy of politics and history.
The Reagan Right tended to view politics as a
war of ideas, an orientation that generated a
particularly polemical type of politics. As writer
Sidney Blumenthal has pointed out, many of
the leading figures in the neoconservative
movement since the 1960s came to conserva-
tism after having begun their political careers as
Marxists or socialists. That perspective sees the
Soviet Union as primarily an ideological art-
fact, and therefore sees struggle with it in par-
ticularly ideological terms. The neoconserva-
tives believe, like Lenin, that “ideas are more
fatal than guns.”

Convinced that Bolshevism was quintes-
sentially an ideological phenomenon, activists of
the New Right were contemptuous of Western
efforts to accommodate Soviet needs, moderate
Soviet aims, and integrate the USSR into the
international system as a “normal” great power.
In their view, the realpolitik strategy urged by
George Kennan, Walter Lippmann, and Hans
Morgenthau was based on a misunderstanding
of the Soviet Union. It provided an incomplete
roadmap for waging the Cold War, and guar-
anteed that it would never be won. A particular
villain for the New Right was Secretary of State
Henry Kissinger, whose program of détente
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implied, in their view, a “moral equivalence”
between the West and the Soviet Union that
amounted to unilateral ideological disarmament.
Even more benighted were liberal attempts to
engage and co-opt the Soviet Union in hopes
that the two systems could ultimately reconcile.
The New Right’s view of politics was strikingly
globalist in its assumpdon that the world had
shrunk too much for two such different systems
to survive, and that the contest was too tightly
engaged for containment or Iron Curtains to
work. As James Burnham, the ex-communist
prophet of New Right anticommunism, insisted
in the early postwar years, the smallness of our
“one world” demanded a strategy of “rollback”
for American survival.

The end of the Cold War indeed marked an
ideological triumph for the West, but not of
the sort fancied by the Reagan victory school.
Ideology played a far different and more com-
plicated role in inducing Soviet change than the
Reagan school allows. As with the military
sphere, the Reagan school presents an incom-
plete picture of Western ideological influence,
ignoring the emergence of ideological common
ground in stimulating Soviet change.

The ideological legitimacy of the Soviet
system collapsed in the eyes of its own citizens
not because of an assault by Western ex-leftists,
but because of the appeal of Western affluence
and permissiveness. The puritanical austerity of
Bolshevism’s “New Soviet Man” held far less
appeal than the “bourgeois decadence” of the
West. For the peoples of the USSR and Eastern
Europe, it was not so much abstract liberal
principles but rather the Western way of
life—the material and cultural manifestations of
the West’s freedoms—that subverted the Soviet
vision. Western popular culture—exemplified in
rock and roll, television, film, and blue
jeans—seduced the communist world far more
effectively than ideological sermons by ant-
communist activists. As journalist William
Echikson noted in his 1990 book Lighting the
Night: Revolution in Eastern Europe, “instead of
listening to the liturgy of Marx and Lenin,
generations of would-be socialists tuned into
the Rolling Stones and the Beatles.”

If Western popular culture and permissive-
ness helped subvert communist legitimacy, it is
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a development of profound irony. Domestically,
the New Right battled precisely those cultural
forms that had such global appeal. V. 1. Lenin’s
most potent ideological foils were John Lennon
and Paul McCarmey, not Adam Smith and
Thomas Jefferson. The Right fought a two-
front war against communism abroad and he-
donism and consumerism at home. Had it not
lost the latter struggle, the West may not have
won the former.

The Reagan victory school argues that ideo-
logical assertiveness precipitated the end of the
Cold War. While it is true that right-wing
American intellectuals were assertive toward the
Soviet Union, other Western activists and intel-
lectuals were building links with highly placed
reformist intellectuals there. The Reagan victo-
ry school narrative ignores that Gorbachev’s
reform program was based upon “new think-
ing”—a body of ideas developed by globalist
thinkers cooperating across the East-West
divide. The key themes of new thinking—the
common threat of nuclear destruction, the need
for strong international institutons, and the
importance of ecological sustainability—built
upon the cosmopolitanism of the Marxist tradi-
tion and officially replaced the Communist
party’s class-conflict doctrine during the
Gorbachev period.

It is widely recognized that a major source of
Gorbachev’s new thinking was his close aide
and speechwriter, Georgi Shakhnazarov. A
former president of the Soviet political science
association, Shakhnazarov worked extensively
with Western globalists, particularly the New
York-based group known as the World Order
Models Project. Gorbachev’s speeches and
policy statements were replete with the lan-
guage and ideas of globalism. The Cold War
ended not with Soviet ideological capitulation
to Reagan’s anticommunism but rather with a
Soviet embrace of globalist themes promoted
by a network of liberal internationalists. Those
intellectual influences were greatest with the
state elite, who had greater access to the West
and from whom the reforms originated.

Regardless of how one judges the impact of
the ideological struggles during the Reagan
years, it is implausible to focus solely on recent
developments without accounting for longer-
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term shifts in underlying forces, particularly the
widening gap between Western and Soviet
economic performance. Over the long haul, the
West’s ideological appeal was based on the
increasingly superior performance of the West-
ern economic system. Although contrary to the
expectation of Marx and Lenin, the robustness
of capitalism in the West was increasingly ac-
knowledged by Soviet analysts. Likewise, Soviet
elites were increasingly troubled by their econ-
omy’s comparative decline.

The Reagan victory school argues that the
renewed emphasis on free-market principles
championed by Reagan and then British prime
minister Margaret Thatcher led to a global
move toward market deregulation and privatiza-
tion that the Soviets desired to follow. By re-
kindling the beacon of laissez-faire capitalism,
Reagan illuminated the path of economic re-
form, thus vanquishing communism.

Reagan’s rhetoric of the ‘‘Evil
Empire’> was matched by his vigorous
anti-nuclearism.

That view is misleading in two respects.
First, it was West European social democracy
rather than America’s more free-wheeling capi-
talism that attracted Soviet reformers.
Gorbachev wanted his reforms to emulate the
Swedish model. His vision was not of laissez-
faire capitalism but of a social democratic wel-
fare state. Second, the Right’s triumphalism in
the economic sphere is ironic. The West’s
robust economies owe much of their relative
stability and health to two generations of
Keynesian intervention and government in-
volvement that the Right opposed at every step.
As with Western popular culture, the Right
opposed tendencies in the West that proved
vital in the West’s victory.

There is almost universal agreement that the
root cause of the Cold War’s abrupt end was
the grave domestc failure of Soviet commu-
nism. However, the Soviet response to this
crisis—accommodation and liberalization rather
than aggression and repression—was signifi-
cantly influenced by outside pressures and
opportunities, many from the West. As histori-
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ans and analysts attempt to explain how recent
U.S. foreign policy helped end the Cold War,
a view giving most of the credit to Reagan-era
assertiveness and Western strength has become
the new conventional wisdom. Both the Reagan
victory school and the peace-through-strength
perspective on Western containment assign a
central role in ending the Cold War to West-
ern resolve and power. The lesson for Ameri-
can foreign policy being drawn from those
events is that military strength and ideological
warfare were the West’s decisive assets in fight-
ing the Cold War.

The new conventional wisdom, in both its
variants, is seriously misleading. Operating over
the last decade, Ronald Reagan’s personal anti-
nuclearism, rather than his administration’s
hardline, catalyzed the accommodations to end
the Cold War. His administration’s effort to go
beyond containment and on the offensive was
muddled, counter-balanced, and unsuccessful.
Operating over the long term, containment
helped thwart Soviet expansionism but cannot
account for the Soviet domestic failure, the end
of East-West struggle, or the direction of the
USSR’s reorientation. Contrary to the hard-line
version, nuclear weapons were decisive in aban-
doning the conflict by creating common inter-
ests.

On the ideological front, the new conven-
tional wisdom is also flawed. The conservatives’
anticommunism was far less important in de-
legitimating the Soviet system than were that
system’s internal failures and the attraction of
precisely the Western “permissive culture” ab-
horred by the Right. In addition, Gorbachev’s
attempts to reform communism in the late-
1980s were less an ideological capitulation than
a reflection of philosophical convergence on the
globalist norms championed by liberal interna-
tionalists. And the West was more appealing
not because of its laissez-faire purity, but be-
cause of the success of Keynesian and social
welfare innovations whose use the Right resist-
ed.

Behind the debate over who “won” the Cold
War are competing images of the forces shap-
ing recent history. Containment, strength, and
confrontation—the trinity enshrined in conven-
tional thinking on Western foreign policy’s role
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in ending the Cold War—obscure the nature of
these momentous changes. Engagement and
interdependence, rather than containment, are
the ruling trends of the age. Mutual vulnerabili-
ty, not strength, drives security politics. Accom-
modation and integration, not confrontation,
are the motors of change.

That such encouraging trends were estab-
lished and deepened even as the Cold War
raged demonstrates the considerable continuity
underlying the West’s support today for reform
in the post-Soviet transitdon. Those trends also
expose as one-sided and self-serving the New
Right’s attempt to take credit for the success of
forces that, in truth, they opposed. In the end,
Reagan partisans have been far more successful
in claiming victory in the Cold War than they
were in achieving it.
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