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Overview We have studied some of the problems that the Soviet Uniorivteis
ested in resolving. We now turn to the American analysis ofi@aonduct that
underpinned the strategy of containment that the U.S. wouitdue throughout the
Cold War. We identify several serious defects in the logia ask whether alter-
natives were available. We then turn to several early exesnpl Russian behavior
that illustrate the flaws in the doctrine but which were nokpd up on by American
policy-makers. We then discuss the reasons for this failure




We now know a little bit about where the Soviet Union was carfirom and
what problems its leaders thought most important. Recaikktgaformative experi-
ence of the communist state included coping with externgfession and internal
disorder. Whenever the Soviets could not use force, they oammiped, often ca-
pitulated. But everything else they solved with repressimh the Red Army. The
two main lessons Stalin took from the early years were (ayWhst would jump at
any chance to strangle the USSR, and (b) the nation could gefar yprosperity
and build the communist utopia only through rapid self-siéht industrialization.

From the late 1920s, the USSR began modernizing its militdunpwing vast
amounts of resources into an enormous armaments prograseciat cooperation
with Germany (which was prohibited from having an army afarld War | and
was not supposed to have tanks), the Russians began degetapwtanks, planes,
artillery, and military doctrine. In short, the only way tarsive the “capitalist
encirclement” was to be strong, and Stalin was determinatittie Soviet Union
would be strong enough.

None of this could be had on the cheap, and the governmenhbegzed col-
lectivization to ensure that the industrial workers werdl+fezl and clothed. The
repression of the peasants was one of the most brutal andl spidodes in the
construction of the new state. It was repeated four decades lby the Chinese,
with similarly disastrous consequences.

To ensure the loyalty of the armed forces, Stalin instituikebdy purges in the
late 1930s, which destroyed the officer-corps and rendeeedriny leaderless. The
consequences could be easily seen in the pathetic perfoeneamly in the Winter
War with Finland in 1939, and during the first year of the wathwsermany.

But despite all this, the Russians prevailed in the war. And tiwey found
themselves facing a new opponent—the United States. Thvsenemy seemed
determined to prevent the USSR from getting the two thingkedired most: se-
curity and reconstruction. The two things deemed vital byleaders and indeed
deserved by the right of victory for which the Russians had peiarly. Why were
the Americans bent on such confrontation? Because of the lvegyperceived the
Soviets. Unfortunately, there was no way for the Sovietsgaliise the Americans
of their perceptions, and no way for the Americans to reasthe Russians either.
The Cold War came about because of the clashing interests dithgiant nations,
and because during the crucial formative years of this amiag), there was no
way to overcome to problems of asymmetric information.

As we have seen, American distrust of the Soviets went badkedOctober
Revolution. Overt hostility lasted until 1933 when Roosefiakilly recognized the
USSR, almost a decade after the rest of the world. Forced byrstance into
an alliance with Stalin, the West benefitted from the victorfeurope. Roosevelt
seemed wise enough to acknowledge at least some need fonmoxtation with
the victorious Soviets in Europe, but he died and the newcdmaman was not up
to the tasks of finer diplomacy.



The new president was an anti-communist who hated the Saunet would suf-
fer no extension of their influence beyond their borders. Bgrrwho failed to
gain the Vice Presidency in Roosevelt’s last election cagipawvas also an ardent
anti-communist politician who found in Truman a ready reamp of his views. His
influence was pervasive and he was instrumental in the fatioul of several ex-
ceptionally important policies, like the decision to use tiuclear weapons.

1 The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb

The decision to use nuclear weapons against Japan was ofi¢asimportance
and resulted in much of the apprehension the Soviet Unidiersdf after the war
was over. The traditional account is that Truman decidedstothe nukes to save
American lives whose number has varied over the years franw af about 150,000
to a high of over 1 million. The story goes like this: the doggapanese defense
of Okinawa had demonstrated how costly it would be to contjuehome islands,
which were scheduled for invasion in November 1945. So, Bujumped at the
opportunity to shorten the war and the U.S. won when the ¥mgasurrendered
rather than face more devastation by the nuclear weapons.

The story, as it stands, misses several things. Japan wdeateatecountry as
early as 1943, and everyone knew it, including most of thedage military. By
1945, its position had become untenable. The U.S. air radsllestroyed most of
its economy, there was no fuel, no materials, no ships, ngtthat Japan could use
against the Americans. So why were the Japanese fightirepithstf surrendering?

Because they hoped either to get the USSR to mediate sometattlecpeace,
or, failing that, to impose on the Americans costs suffidjegtievous to cause the
U.S. to offer better terms. Recall that the Allies had agreeseek unconditional
surrender and this was made known to the Japanese. Manylaeecthat one
condition that the U.S. could agree to was to allow the Jag@aBenperor to retain
his throne as a figurehead. Whether a promise not to harm therempould have
sufficed to get the fanatical military commanders to agreeetase hostilities is,
however, an open and debatable question.

The Japanese therefore pinned their hopes on the deferrsetaime islands and
on Soviet mediation. The vaunted Kwantung Army was stationélanchuria and
seemed a formidable defense force, at least in numbersaggraNhile preparing
for defense, the Japanese tried to approach Stalin to bifekpeace. Stalin refused,
wanting a part in the settlement for himself. He had promiBedsevelt back in
January that the USSR would enter the Pacific War within thmeaths after the
end of the war in Europe; that is, some time around the midtdkugust. Stalin
was therefore holding out for this moment where the vicusi®ed Army would
provide him with some bargaining leverage and claims tolspdiconquest.

The Americans, who had broken the Japanese code, knew ail ti@se over-



tures even though Stalin failed to transmit them. They knegvlapanese were
ready to talk peace, but they would have none of it unless & weconditional.
So, the U.S. resolved to fight the war to the end. When Trumart teghotsdam
in the summer of 1945, his main goal was to secure from Sthénritervention
commitment that Stalin had made to Roosevelt. Truman goin&takassurances
and wrote a triumphant letter to his wife where he boastetlttha would save
American lives.

For his part, Stalin was preparing to break the Non-AggoesBiact the USSR
had signed with Japan after Khalkhin Gol, and which had Keppeace in the Far
East between the two states throughout the war. Everyong kewy well that the
entry of the USSR into the war would mean the rapid collapsepén, and perhaps
its immediate surrender.

Then, while at Potsdam, Truman received news of the Triegyinh Alamogordo,
New Mexico. The plutonium bomb worked and the U.S. was novciaffy in
possession of the deadliest weapon ever devised by humahitynan casually
informed Stalin about it, but the latter did not show any riegt. He had already
been very well informed (better than Truman) about the M#ah&roject through
his spies. However, Stalin did not know that the U.S. wasmlanon using the
atomic bomb in Japan.

The decision to use it was nearly automatic. There was neatlyrmuch dis-
cussion whether the U.S. should use the bomb, only how andewh&lthough
scientists had a pretty good idea about the strength of dst itbelf, nobody really
knew the long-term consequences or the damage radioaativetfwould cause.
Byrnes was an especially strong advocate of the new weapoigaaoced the nu-
clear scientists who tried to tell him that using the nukeaipah without telling the
Russians would be dangerous because it would frighten thehwanld cause a
nuclear arms race. Byrnes, who saw everything in strictlytipal electoral terms,
argued with Truman that the Americans would never forgive Hithey believed
that there was a way to save American lives that he chose nsetolruman agreed
in principle. However, it is not clear why this argument abbk used to justify do-
ing the bombing as a surprise to the Russians. The scientistan Byrnes had
dismissed as crackpots, turned out to be absolutely rigtitaim predictions. The
Soviets were scared and they did immediately step up thetoaget the bomb for
themselves.

The July Potsdam Declaration reiterated the Allied comrmaittio unconditional
surrender, dashing the Japanese hope for a Soviet medidti@norder to use the
atomic bomb went back to Washington before the Japanesztadijie declaration.
Truman himself hurried back, determined that the U.S. shoow win the war
without the pesky Russians, whose intervention was no longegssary.

The first bomb was dropped on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945.1I&dcir0,000
of its inhabitants and vaporized much of the city. Untold tens of civilians died
later from the radiation fallout. Violence toward civiliamvas nothing new at this
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point in the war. Both sides had engaged in decidedly vicialsabior aimed at
exterminating enemy civilians in large numbers, a develeprim warfare distinctly
new and quite regrettable. The Nazis murdered people by tliems, and the
Allies murdered people by the millions as well. The well-wmofire-bombings of
Dresden and Tokyo are just two examples. In fact, the firekogworked so well
that the Navy did not want to use the atomic bomb: the destructould be had
with conventional bombs too! The fire-bombing of Tokyo did kiore people than
each of the atomic bombs.

The nuclear devastation was total, made even worse by théhiicHiroshima,
like Nagasaki, was purposefully spared by the U.S. air fér@me bombing so that
the full impact of the new weapon could be studied in an urega@nvironment.
The targeting committee had carefully picked and presefwedcities for the pur-
pose. The goal was not to destroy military installations Kducivilians in order to
frighten the government and break the morale of the resistamhe ancient capi-
tal of Kyoto was one of the chosen cities, which the commipieked because its
citizens were thought to be more intelligent, and hencesbattle to appreciate the
full horror of the devastation.

The destruction of Hiroshima did not produce the desiredctff The Japanese
were confused, thinking that the Americans were using peind burning them
somehow. Nobody could imagine the terrible power of the @aiciveapon. The
peace party in the government tried to convene the militagncil and talk about
the consequence of the blast, but the commanders refusgaly $hat this was just
a propaganda ploy by the Americans and that at any rate thieyneady to fight to
defend the homeland.

Stalin was just as surprised by the nuke as the Japaneseadnst August 15,
which was the scheduled date for the Soviet invasion, hereddbe Red Army to
advance into Manchuria on the 8th. The superior Soviet seoade mincemeat of
the Kwantung Army in hours. The last hope for a better peaatih imposition
of high costs or Soviet mediation that the Japanese had ieatlveas shattered.
Upon receiving the news of the Soviet invasion and the cedagf the best army,
the Japanese government convened to discuss surrender.

While the talks were going on, the news of the destruction ajddaki by the
second atomic bomb arrived, strengthening Emperor’svesulfficiently to enable
him to order the military to surrender. On August 15, Japagtakated uncondi-
tionally to the Americans. Although the Emperor was allowedeep his throne,
the promise was never made in public (it could not have beaterfa the Ameri-
can people would treat any concessions to the JapanesasartyeThe war in the
Pacific was over.

The one side unhappy about the situation was the USSR. They degrived
of any role in the settlement of the Japanese question by riémption of the
Americans. Furthermore, the U.S. revealed itself as not poksessing nuclear
capability, but also as being ready and willing to use it. Russians were afraid,



upset, and suspicious. No wonder that the scientists’ glieds came true when
the Soviets started a nuclear race that would consume batfirges for the next 40
years.

2 The Doctrine of Containment

The most famous analysis of Soviet behavior and goals apgé&aduly 1947 in the
journal Foreign Affairs. It was anonymous, signed by “X,” but its author quickly
became known. His name was George Kennan, a Soviet specaads a career
diplomat at the State Department. The Truman administratbok to heart his
warnings, and the doctrine of containment Kennan chamgitkeeame the funda-
mental strategy of the country throughout the Cold War.

Kennan actually wrote another important piece known as tleg Telegram,”
which he sent on February 22, 1946 from Moscow. You should bedh analyses,
which are on the course website. We shall cover the telegrafiyband then look
in some detail at the article.

The telegram is divided into five parts of which the first anel dst are perhaps
most important. Kennan argued that (a) the Soviets live apitalist encirclement”
and (2) even though capitalist wars were inevitable, thae&sdnion might benefit
from them and from using sympathetic elements in the WestusThverything
must be done to further Soviet interests, especially bytsmiWestern powers and
supporting sympathizers among the population.

NOTE: draw parallels with later NSC-69 and its idea to undermine USSR
from within!

This is not earth-shattering stuff. In fact, if one remouss teferences to Marx-
ism, Kennan’s summary boils down to the following: the Stwigerceive the West
as hostile and they will pursue what's in their best intelsstrying to cope with
this hostility with divide-and-conquer strategies. As veeseen, there were some
reasons for the Soviet perception of western hostility-+tiwere double-crossed
several times, bullied, and otherwise treated in a manmensistent not only with
their legitimate interests but even with the high moralrolspf the Western powers.
After all, the U.S. had suffered in the war the least of the BigeE but gained the
most. As for the second part, any policy maker who works @mytio the interests
of his own country would be quartered in just about every @liacthe world, the
West included.

From these relatively free of controversy premises, howekennan reached
a startling conclusion—there can be no permanent peaceéxistence between
communism and capitalism. Why?

Kennan cited Stalin’s speech from 1927, in which Stalin héidaated the basics
of Marxism-Leninism. He said that socialism and capitaligithform two centers
in world politics and each will draw to itself various adhet® He concluded that



whoever wins the battle for the world economy will decide thi of capitalism
and socialism.

Kennan argued that even though, in principle, peacefulistence was possi-
ble, the Soviets would not see it, leaving no room for compserwith them. One
might wonder whether there was a way to impress on the Sawat£ompromise
was desirable if peaceful coexistence was, in fact, passiblstrategy of reassur-
ance and partial accommodation might do so unless the adyeaxss irretrievably
committed to a policy that made peaceful coexistence imbplessThis is exactly
what Kennan thought the communists were like: fanatics ¢oatd not be rea-
soned with. It therefore followed that the Soviet Union wasenitted forever to
the destruction of the U.S.

Since there was nothing one could do about changing the costauthe U.S.
must adopt a position of force, with all the firmness and vigoould muster. In the
end, the U.S. had to do more or less exactly what Kennan hageddhe Russians
of doing, including propaganda sponsored by the governnmeamipulation, lack
of compromise, and faith in one’s own righteousness.

“The Sources of Soviet Conduct” presented a more extensaysia along the
same lines, in which he attempted a better integration dblady and security
politics. He summarized the basic tenets of communism &sifsl

1. the most important factor that determines public lifehis @conomic system,
especially who owns the means of production and who ownsabisr}

2. the capitalist system is bad because the owners of capraiably exploit
the working class and the system does not distribute therrmbgeods fairly

3. capitalism contains the seeds of its own destruction usc#s success is
premised on ever-expanding demands for markets and respuvhich even-
tually will result in imperialism and lead to conflict amorwetimperial pow-
ers

4. the inter-capitalist war will lead to revolutions and therking-class will take
over the means of production (communism).

For people who may have been used to thinking about commuinissolly
negative terms it will come as a surprise that almost evargthbove was true at
the time the doctrine was invented. Workers did tend to lvabysmal conditions
all around the world, the Western states were competingdimnées, and this was
producing frequent armed clashes. Some even thought thdd Wr | was the
imperialist war that Marxism-Leninism was prophesying t Blarprisingly, to many
the doctrine appeared basically sound. The point here i®rsaty that communism
is good or that capitalism is bad. The point is that Kennarseho emphasize not
the economic aspects of the doctrine (arguably the mostriapioones) but the



very last step in it: the claim that capitalism will not périsn its own and will need
a revolutionary push.

Kennan thought that communists had concentrated on réwolutstead of de-
velopment. When they seized power in Russia in 1917, they di&maw what to
do. Despite Lenin’'s New Economic Policy which relaxed thiéahcommunica-
tion, his successor Stalin was, in Kennan’s words, an imreaoan whose “brand of
fanaticism, unmodified by any of the Anglo-Saxon traditiehi€ompromise, was
too fierce and too jealous to envisage any permanent sharpmaer.” It was this
that caused the widespread repression.

But, as | noted before, repression began during the civil vaar @scalated in
earnest with collectivization, which was driven by the ne&ethdustrialize quickly
and protect the country. The severity and brutality of thiscess alienated many
and the army, an entity on which the regime depended forwlnalso became
suspect. Stalin repressed the military as well—the proegssself-perpetuating
until it was halted by the fear it generated. People had beabwuile and unwilling
to challenge the authority of the state. Only then could theesrelax a bit (as it
did).

Suppression was exceedingly brutal, there’s no questiontab It was unlike
anything that had happened or even could happen in a dentamantry. Butis the
difference between capitalism and communism? After adiréhare authoritarian
regimes in capitalist states—and these tend to be quitesspe as well, and there
are democracies with strong socialist leanings, like Swedad these tend to be
quite peaceful and non-repressive.

Perhaps the difference was not capitalism vs. communisrddmbcracy vs. to-
talitarianism. Perhaps repression was necessary at thenipggy perhaps some
repression was also necessary for the rapid industriedizatiowever, it was by no
means obvious that the Soviet Union had to stay totalitdaesver, and maybe one
should not be quick in equating the economic system with tiégal organization,
especially in the long term. On the other hand, it is not hargee why people in
the West were really worried about that connection at the tiong-term prospects
in particular appeared quite grim. It is probably easy toteday that economic de-
velopment probably does lead to democracy in the long rumveder, the first half
of the 20th century had demonstrated quite the oppositalitarian (USSR) and
authoritarian (Nazism) regimes had delivered economieldgment very quickly
compared to the feeble democracies. Policy makers had noiayowing that
democracy could even survive against the dynamic econonaigralitary expan-
sion of non-democracies. It is worth bearing all this in mivigen you think about
where these people were coming from.

Kennan concludes that the Soviet leaders would never betahlispense with
the apparatus of suppression. Furthermore, these leanidsreever deviate from
the precepts of communism, for doing so would undermine ttlaims to legit-
imacy. But this was false both in practice (as we shall seeenridn and China



cases) and theory—if you controlled everything, you coelglitimize almost any-
thing. Kennan perceived ideology as a wrapper and thougltitlcould only be
used to legitimize dictatorial powers and hence disalloaoaunodation with the
West. But communist ideology is very flexible—you can rati@ejust about any
policy you want to adopt for other reasons (security or eaunp Lenin had no
trouble rationalizing giving up the most important part bé tcountry to the Ger-
mans in 1918; Stalin had no trouble justifying the Nazi-8bpact despite the oft-
repeated antagonistic positions between the two; neitldehd Russians have any
problems abandoning Mao or the Iranian communists. All sfwas always, with-
out exception, justified in good Marxist-Leninist languagdeéeology could easily
go either way.

It is also worth pondering for the moment the linking of regmien and legit-
imacy. If a regime is legitimate, it should not need to coem®t it demands
from the people. That's what legitimacy means, otherwige gimple coercion.
If the communist government is legitimate (in the sense tifiatstatus is granted
to it by the citizens), then the need for coercion would vlani€onversely, if it
is not legitimate, then it would certainly need to represernter to stay in power.
Hence, we have a contradiction: either the government sspsebecause it is actu-
ally illegitimate—in which case it is unclear why ideologyaild remain inflexible
(as it is apparently not working to legitimize the regime g or it will become
legitimate—in which case it is unclear why it would need tmtoue repressing
the citizens. Kennan never solved (or even addressed)pgparent contradiction,
but it should be clear that he needs both permanent repnegsibideological con-
stancy to establish his conclusions.

From these premises, Kennan reasons that the basic argag)iresulted from
the communist ideology, and (2) would remain forever. Tlis,"Kremlin's con-
duct of foreign policy: the secretiveness, the lack of fragds, the duplicity, the
war suspiciousness, and the basic unfriendliness of pet@dlavere here and here
to stay with no chance of change in sight.

basically K says USSR ideologue, never to be trusted: so US wd not reas-
sure and would not believe any signals of reassurance until uses his interpre-
tation

He then discusses the concept of the Kremlin’s infallipilide notes that “truth
is not a constant but is actually created... by the Sovietdeathemselves. It
may vary from week to week, from month to month.” If this was(and it was—
the ideological wrapper helped), then it should have beasipte to find a modus
vivendi with the Russians: whatever their present truth bappo be, if they see a
good enough deal, the Soviets could find some new truth ta@waw justify that
deal; and the new truth will be just as good Marxist-Leni@istthe old. But this
is not what Kennan concludes. Instead, he reasons that tihweaulative effect
of these factors is to give to the whole subordinate appsraftiboviet power an
unshakable stubbornness and steadfastness in its civeritgWWhile it is true that



only the Kremlin could change policy, especially in the nealf diplomacy, it's not
clear how this is different from other countries. No statevas its diplomats to do
things that the government doesn't like or agree to.)

Another important component of Kennan’s analysis is theonathat the Rus-
sians do not operate on a fine schedule. Even though theospiphy tells them
that communism must eventually triumph over capitalisngays nothing about
when this would happen. There was no pressure to engineét veoolutions (un-
like what many thought the Soviet Union was sworn to do, arlkkenhe Chinese
who did later promote such revolutions, much to Soviet kiggliand the foreign
policies could require “great caution and flexibility,” ey did. Because the Sovi-
ets do not work on a deadline, they could afford temporaryasss in their gradual
movement toward their ultimate goal. As Kennan put it, thei&s would feel “no
compunction about retreating in the face of superior férde.other words, the
U.S. could rely on force, if it was necessary, without beifrgid that the Russians
would become unreasonable. His best-known summary of Speley is worth
repeating:

The Kremlin has no compunction about retreating in the fdipe-
rior force. And being under the compulsion of no timetaltiedpies not
get panicky under the necessity of such retreat. Its paliiction is a
fluid stream which moves constantly, wherever it is permditeemove,
toward a given goal. Its main concern is to make sure thatsifilad

every nook and cranny available to it in the basin of world povBut

if it finds unassailable barriers in its path, it accepts ¢helkilosoph-
ically and accommodates itself to them. The main thing i$ there
should always be pressure, increasing constant presswaac the de-
sired goal. There is no trace of any feeling in Soviet psyogplthat
goal must be reached at any given time.. ..

In these circumstances it is clear that the main element ytnited
States’ policy toward the Soviet Union must be that of a |tewgm,
patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expatwnden-
cies....

[T]he Soviet pressure against the free institutions of tlestfn world
is something that can be contained by the adroit and vigdaptica-
tion of counter-force at a series of constantly shiftinggrephical and
political points.”

Since such a policy could not be discouraged by any individicdory, the U.S.
had to constantly discourage the Soviets. Thus Kennan meemued an open-
ended policy of military and economic confrontation witte tBoviets at any point
in the world where they seemed to be trying to gain or expasi thfluence. If
one imagines the Soviet expansion as a fluid trying to fill upaaT, then one would
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expect it to flow around obstacles, following the path of teasistance. It would
stop when an obstacle gets thrown up in its way, but it wilhthg to find another
way to flow. In a sense, one would have to keep throwing olbestaatl every point
where the fluid seems to be making headway to prevent it frdimgfiip the room.

In a sense, containment was not an aggressive policy forsthagically reac-
tive in nature. The U.S. would not go around looking for conmmsts to hunt but
instead would mind its own business until it sees eviden@tempted expansion.
It would then have to react vigorously, possibly with theett use force or some
limited application of force, to get the communists to alamtheir attempt at ex-
pansion. Note how this assumes that the U.S. would be abtetdify correctly
such expansionist attempts; that it wouldn’t, for examplestake a nationalist up-
rising for a communist coup. It also leaves the definition diatvconstitutes an
attempt of expansion in the hands of policy makers who ark bobjective and
prone to thinking in worst-case terms. Their task would qeeewlly difficult be-
cause, as Kennan argued, these attempts at expansion wilknoo aggressive
in themselves. Almost certainly not aggressive enoughwealethe nature of the
attempt, at least not if the Soviets are not prepared toviollwough. The reason
is that if it is a probe, then the Soviets would want to retiesad claim plausible
deniability for reasons of prestige, if nothing else. Theh@s would be murky,
cautious, and eminently deniable, making their identiiicavery hard indeed.

Kennan was optimistic about the end of this competition, éx@v. The anal-
ogy with the fluid helps see why: one must only keep contaiitinghile there is
pressure to expand. But this requires internal dynamism hailidyao do so. If
the Soviet Union runs out of steam, to mix some metaphors ttega the pressure
would ease. Kennan reasoned that in the end the West wouldeggwuse its econ-
omy was stronger and its political system was better. It @awdt happen in the
foreseeable future, and the U.S. “must regard the Soviedriss a rival, not a part-
ner in the political arena.” But to help the process along,utte. should also seek
to influence the internal developments in the Soviet Uniathtamn public opinion
against its communist government. Thus, in addition to theneended commit-
ment to counter with force the Russians anywhere around thikel &b any time,
he thought it would be possible to work simultaneously totrdgstheir political
system from within, through economic and political meansurdike the ones he
had accused the Soviets of using in his long Telegram.

3 Alternatives to Containment

Despite its flaws, containment had an appeal that some ofitdraatives did not.
It was not overly aggressive for it did not seek to start a watestroy communism
in one. It was also not a do-nothing policy that would abantt@nworld to its
own devices. As a middle way between doing too much (which veag risky
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and potentially extremely costly) or doing too little (whicould have seriously
deleterious long-term consequences), containment peshsisme sort of balance.
But was it the only way to achieve it?

In Kennan'’s view, the Soviet ideology and economic systesemigally commit-
ted them to a policy that would be antagonistic to the U.S.ammey that world
politics had become a zero-sum game: every gain for one sedmt@an automatic
loss for the other. In these games, there is no way to co@évatcooperation
requires some degree of commonality of interests. There habe gains to be
divided in a way that does not necessarily hurt one or botbract

There are at least two possibilities to consider here. ,Rtrsbuld be that world
politics was not zero-sum although not in a way that couldfipmther actor.
For instance, it could be that some countries could be nonmamst and anti-
American (Libya), or Communist and anti-Soviet (Albania, &hiYugoslavia), or
anti-democratic but pro-American (Saudi Arabia, Egypt)would be neither pro-
American nor pro-Communist (much of Latin America). In otheords, if the
world is not easily divided into two hostile camps, then éhenould be little reason
to worry that one or the other power would gobble it up. Withtainment, the ten-
dency would be to interpret any challenge to a pro-Ameriaasitipn as evidence
of communist expansion, with the result that in its efforptevent the Soviet Union
from “filling ever nook and cranny in the basin of world patsi” the U.S. would
end up trying to fill those nooks and crannies itself. (Thei&sywho did not have
much illusions about the extent to which some of the “frad€rnegimes actually
disliked them, had a better grasp on the cold and harshyedlibe situation.)

Second, it could be that world politics really is not zerorsin a way that could
profit both actors. At the very basic level, for instanceythad a common interest
in cooperating to avoid general war between themselvessPlg, they could find
basis for cooperation on other issues, such as restrictictear proliferation or
limiting the testing and stockpiling of nuclear weaponse Policy of containment
would necessarily make many of these possibilities diffituéxplore for the basic
reason that it denied that genuine common interests exfatedhing that looked
like one was in reality a temporary truce until the commuistind another way to
expand), and that reactions should be vigorous and thréattes (or else the com-
munists would not retreat). Both of these features wereylit@kour the relations,
greatly diminishing the prospects of cooperation evendaféhwere any.

But were there any alternatives to containment? Let's revinat the U.S. be-
lieved about the Soviets and what it wanted to achieve. ThBRJ&as a country
that had just emerged from the most serious war ever fougimad badly scarred,
in need of reconstruction and security, and it yet was deitsddndamental right to
create a protective barrier between itself and the hostdsté&/n Europe. In addition
to its security requirements that ran counter to the interesthe Westerners who
were loath to see such a large chunk of Europe fall into Stwaets, the communist
economic system was incompatible with the globalizatioalgof the U.S.
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One alternative to containment wigslationism: abandon Europe to its own des-
tiny, much like the U.S. had done after the end of the FirstltMd/ar. Retreating
in isolationism, however, was simply not seen as an optidhetime. Most peo-
ple believed that it was this retreat from the world that dboted to the massive
economic collapse in the 1920s that produced Nazism andnggher war. With
the decline of the British Empire (which was completely wietkinancially), the
United States really had no ally in Europe powerful enouglhetp prevent en-
croachments on its interests. Europe had to be helped (Vlessbanext time how),
and that meant dealing with the Soviet Union.

Another alternative to containment waslback, the forceful ejection of the So-
viets from any territory outside of the USSR. There was no atdnfor such an
aggressive policy, however. Most Americans had been taughwar propaganda to
regard the Russians as allies. An abrupt switch to hostilauld/ not go over well
with the public, especially when it would mean hundreds oluands troops not
returning home but dying in swamps across Europe for no geason. The Red
Army was too powerful to be swept aside, and the Europeagsaliould probably
be uncooperative to say the least.

But abandonment (too little) and rollback (too much) werethetonly alterna-
tives. Some experienced analysts in the U.S. argued syraigglinst containment.
Among the most prominent was Walter Lippman, who wrote atshook called
The Cold War where he argued that what appeared as Communist expansion was
actually the result of traditional Russian quest for seguritippman argued that
ideology had always been secondary and used after the facdém to justify poli-
cies based mostly on economic thinking and designed to pteertain threats.
Lippman reasoned that the Soviets could be bargained wilpeedicted that the
consequences of containment would be “unending interwenti all the countries
that are supposed to 'contain’ the Soviet Union.” Insteadedfing the Red Army
out of Europe by inducing the Soviets to withdraw, a threatgmosture would
ensure that the Red Army would stay to protect Soviet intsrest

Engagement (bargain with the Soviets) was then the third alternatiat gome
very perceptive and respected analysts suggested at theNiegotiation was pos-
sible as long as the U.S. was prepared (like Britain) to rezegsome security
concerns the Russians had. Meeting them half way would hageeabthe road
to constructive interaction. But Lippman was ignored—theriian administration
adopted containment as the overarching long-term strdteghe U.S. It ignored
evidence that it could reason with the Soviets and concdeatran countering the
Communist threat everywhere, mostly by military means. Qugelproblem with
Lippman’s approach is that it could prove to be very costlyafwas wrong about
the Soviets. A policy of limited accommodation would enablem to expand their
influence to a degree that could make it very difficult to ceursthould they then
decide to exploit the advantage. Without more evidence tatheir ultimate goal,
such a policy would be self-defeating in the long run. In faad we shall see,
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some of the evidence the West did observe justified theikithgnabout the Soviets
about being fundamentally hostile but also opportunighiey would try to expand
on the cheap but would not risk major confrontations in dangi.e., exactly as
containment envisioned them doing.

It is difficult to be confident about the degree to which camtant solved the
problems it was premised on and caused these problems. Aballesge, once a
policy is predicated on an assumption of basic hostilityh&f bpponent, the vig-
orous actions it prescribes in dealing with encroachmemitfdcvery well provoke
exactly the type of responses that could justify the origgmamise. This could be
so even if the opponent was not actually hostile to begin.with the U.S. began
countering what looked like Soviet expansionist attemptsughout the world, the
Soviet Union perceived the U.S. as attempting to fill evergknand cranny, en-
circling the USSR, and encroaching on Soviet interests gusgye. With a hostile
American opponent like this, more vigorous counter-actimuld be necessary for
the Americans appeared a little too ready to use force oaténeto do so in order
to settle disputes.

Our problem is that we may never know what “really” the Savietanted and
what “really” the American ultimate goal was. But in a senbat is precisely the
explanation of the Cold War: it is this uncertainty that calyselicy-makers on both
sides to take prudential actions that appeared necessay gihat they believed
their adversary was up to. To complicate matters furtheweashall shortly see,
the evidence furnished by observable behavior was integneithin the frame-
work of mind that already existed, and in the absence of btediformation about
the reasons the other acted the way it did, there was no wayrteat the mounting
misperception. This made the policies of the superpowdiisglling prophecies
in which earlier acts provoked reactions that were then tsgdstify retrospec-
tively the premises on which those earlier actions werertaldes an explanation,
this can suffice, but if one is after “what could have beerghtit might be unsatis-
factory.

4 Early Soviet Behavior

We now turn to three early confrontations before Sovietwatd had hardened
against the Americans and before the Americans had bec@olwee to implement
containment. All three illustrate how interested the Stsvigere in their security,
and how relatively uninterested they were in ideologicadasion. In two impor-
tant cases, the Soviets betrayed fellow communists in dodgain economic and
security advantages from capitalists. In the third, thégmapted to secure conces-
sion from Turkey and retreated when they realized that thexewisking war. That
was a genuine probe but had nothing to do with ideology.
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4.1 Soviet Betrayal of Mao

By the end of World War Il, the communists under Mao Tse-tungd@hg) con-
trolled about 1/5 of China. They had been outnumbered 5 to 1985 by the
nationalist government under Chiang Kai-shek. But their erflee and numbers
were steadily growing because of woeful mismanagement andption of Chi-
ang’s government. The U.S. poured over a billion dollarsighta Chiang, which
he squandered instead of allaying the peasants’ problehesp&asants comprised
4/5 of the population and when they began turning to Mao, tmerounists gained
ground.

The U.S. was afraid that with Soviet support, the commumisiald triumph.
So Truman developed a policy of separating Mao from Moscaweturn for sub-
stantial concessions in Asia (lease of Port Arthur, joimoS5oviet operation of the
vitally important and lucrative Chinese Eastern and SoutmdWarian railroads,
possession of Southern Sakhalin and the Kurile Islanda)instigned a Treaty of
Friendship and Alliance with Chiang and instructed Mao tdatmrate with him.

Mao was furious: it had become obvious that the Soviet Unrefgpred a chaotic
and divided China (which couldn’t threaten the Soviet Unitma united China,
even if it meant unification under supposedly fraternal camists. Contrary to
what an ideological interpretation would require, Stalithimbot support the commu-
nists in China. There was another, also political, reasonhisr if China became
united and Communist, then, as the most numerous nationylid ahallenge the
USSR for primacy in the communist camp.

As a side note, it is puzzling that U.S. analysts ignored puential source
of discord as well as the great bitterness produced by théeGbetrayal when
they later insisted on treating the Soviet Union and China@syanunist monolith
as opposed to two countries jealously guarding their sigcand prestige despite
happening to share the same ideology. It is puzzling bedauwses the U.S., after
all, that had engineered the first rift. It would take seveetades before it would
attempt to do so again, this time by befriending China.

4.2 Soviet Betrayal of the Azeri Communists in Iran

The Soviets also betrayed another friendly ally, this timian. In this case, Stalin
actually encouraged the fellow communists to revolt solieatould abandon them
when they had served their purpose.

Throughout the war Iran had provided a crucially importanid route for Amer-
ican supplies traveling to the Soviet Union. In 1942, the Bigek had agreed to,
and occupied Iran jointly to ensure that this line remainpdro In 1943, at the
conference in Tehran, Indochina was also placed under the-fiower trusteeship
(which produced the divisions of Vietham and Korea). FDRugs$ Stalin several
times that Russian interests in post-war Iran would be adetyuyarotected.
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And important interests they were. Iran had vast oil reserespecially in the
South. By 1946, British Shell and two American companies (&m@il, Standard
Vacuum) had obtained significant oil concessions in thetsfaim the pro-Western
Shah. Now the Russians demanded equal treatment in the Ndmdly: wanted oil
concessions approximately equal to those of the British. Streh refused.

The Soviets, whose army was still in North Iran, decided aatderce the Shah
with military threats. Instead, they resolved on puttingjtpal pressure through
the Iranian parliament. The parliament, however, was pestdfn and the Iranian
communist party, the Tudeh, which took its orders from Mesda not have much
influence. Certainly not enough to swing a vote in Soviet fa%ar, the Soviets had
to find a way of getting enough sympathetic Iranians eleaidtd parliament.

They did two things. First, they created a new communistygarNorthern Iran
with a base among the Azerbaijanian population there (Aggb itself, which
borders on Iran, was a Soviet republic and part of the USSR3.thky did despite
the bitter opposition of the traditional communist partyiethsaw nothing but a
rival in the new creation. Second, the Soviets allowed alt@vdNorthern Iran and
then refused to permit the Shah’s troops to access the régipuat it down. This
was also intended to bring pressure on the Shah to agree totlcessions. Quite
tellingly, the Soviets absolutely refused to support am¢tipdependence movement
in the region (there was much talk among the Azerbaijaniidwas of separating
from Iran). What's more, Stalin expressly forbade any sudioas and refused
talk about incorporating the region into southern Azewdnaij

The U.S. State Department became very concerned. It wasywidkeved that
the Soviets were on the move, acquiring territories thatldrgat them to the Indian
Ocean and the Mediterranean (i.e. what the Tsars and Tesahtgl tried for cen-
turies). Washington decided to bring the Iranian case t&Jtheé and also get tough
on the Soviets. The U.N. initiative foundered among acriimas recrimination in
the new Security Council. Secretary of State Byrnes then tismed the Soviets to
withdraw from the country or else.

While the diplomatic exchanges were going on, the distreSéeth agreed to
a deal with the Russians: the Soviets would withdraw theibgsoand drop the
demand for concessions, and the Iranians would set up agtwok oil company
with majority Soviet ownership. The company was to be appdolby the new
parliament within 6 months. The Soviets accepted and dd¢meithdraw before
the U.S. threats were announced. Still, since the troopdnaial took time, the
timing of the action (March 1946), made it look as if the USS& lbowed to
American pressure and had acted under duress.

Recently declassified Soviet documents show that this waheaase: the Rus-
sians had simply secured a promise to obtain what they wani¢den the Red
Army withdrew, the Shah’s troops put down the revolt by drowgnit in blood.
When the Azerbaijani communist leader wrote to Stalin andised him of be-
trayal, Stalin shrugged it off and responded that the revak necessary to bring
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pressure on the Shah and was thus for good communist causasdieoted that
the Red Army could not stay for, as he added for good measumasitneeded to
defend the revolutionary cause elsewhere.

Thus, the Iranian communists were abandoned. Within skreraths, the na-
tionalist parliament rejected the joint company. The laasi had double-crossed
the Soviets. What’s worse, the Soviet Union had suffered amntaplomatic set-
back because in diplomacy appearances count and it appbatatiwas the U.S.
threat that caused the Soviets to withdraw. The British aad\thericans kept their
oil concessions. The Soviets did not try to re-invade Iramioose a resolution and
having betrayed their allies in the North, they could noténégr much support for
other strategies either. It was an unmitigated disaster.

4.3 Soviet Probe: The Turkish Crisis

The Russians suffered another blow in Turkey. The two coesmitiad often quar-
reled (going back to the times when one was the Russian empiréha other the
Ottoman Empire) over control of the Turkish straits — Bospisand Dardanelles,
the straits that connect the Black Sea to the Mediterrandaa straits were vitally
important to the Russians because they provided the singliengefrom their only
warm water port of Sevastopol to the trade routes of the Medihean (and from
there—to the rest of the world). Blocking the straits meaat tio supplies could
be shipped to Russia and this had caused the Russians to logeravaawith
Britain and France in 1854 (the Crimean War). Naturally, titee, Soviets were
guite concerned with the straits as well.

In early 1945 Stalin revived the demand for partnership g Turks in the
control of the straits. Both FDR and Churchill had reassuredirSthat they recog-
nized the Russian need for access to the Mediterranean. {iNo®mmon theme,
while the war lasted, everyone wanted the Red Army to go onifightOnce the
war was over, everybody wanted it to disappear). By 1945 likestin Iran, they
had changed their minds.

In June 1945, the Soviets presented their terms to the Tuikey were rather
extravagant: in addition to a revision of the conventionegaing the straits (which
would be acceptable), they also demanded the cession ofrwinpes, and joint
defense of the straits (that is, military bases on Turkish.s®he Turks rejected
the demand and prepared to fight. This demand was almosintgigorobe: the
Soviets wanted to know just how much they could extract onctiesap. Britain,
whose interests were most directly threatened by Sovietesio the Middle East,
was too weak to fight. The question, therefore, boiled dowestomating just how
far the U.S. was prepared to go. There was, of course, muafedama successful
Soviet fait accompli: the Baltic states were absorbed afterUSSR first placed
military bases there. British intelligence reported ommooovements of Soviets
troops in Rumania and Bulgaria, with rumors of an imminent ssepattack on
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Turkey.

The initial war scare of early 1946 went by and the crisis éagea bit (even
as the US had begun planning for World War 11l and the Soviedstained their
hostile tone in the press toward Turkey and continued nagaluvers off its coast)
until August 7, 1946. On this date, a Soviet note again demdadevision of the
convention governing the straits and their joint defenagerestingly, this actually
represented a recession from the initial terms because mbionevas made of
the two provinces. However, the U.S. policy-makers, baleagd for months by
a torrent of dispatches regarding suspicious Soviet troopgements in the area,
went into crisis mode.

Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson interpreted this heeattto Germany
and an attempt to dominate Turkey. Acheson advised thatrkKejuwvas allowed to
be intimidated, “the whole Near and Middle East” would cpie—the so-called
Domino Theory. If the Middle East was allowed to fall, Britain would have to
fight or lose its empire, and given its military weaknesstietato the Soviets, it
would probably acquiesce to the latter, leading to the pskaof the last bulwark
against Soviet expansion in Eurasia. In other words, urthes$).S. made a stand
in Turkey, it would have to fight the Russians after they haveqcered the entire
continent. Accordingly, Truman’s administration begamneat preparations for
war. As the President put it, “we might as well find out whetther Russians were
bent on world conquest now as in five or ten years.” Based ongjherts arriving
in Washington (as it will turn out later, the crucial one fr@ntish intelligence was
erroneous), the administration’s fear of Soviet invasibhuwkey was well justified.
Correspondingly, the American preparation for war over €ynwas genuine.

The U.S. reinforced the American naval unit in the Mediteean and “FDR,’
the most powerful U.S. carrier, moved into the area. Howetveras perhaps the
information about Truman’s resolve to stand firm that Stediceived from his spy
in Washington that clinched the non-aggression deal. OrieSdyer 24, Stalin
abruptly turned conciliatory, claimed that there was alisdy no danger of war,
and affirmed his belief in peaceful coexistence. The crisis suddenly over, and
the Soviet attempt to dominate Turkey had failed.

Inthe U.S., the crisis reinforced the impression from tlaailan case: the Soviets
were attempting to expand, but would retreat in front of dateed resistance and
the threat of force. The Soviets, who thought that theiriBaes in the war entitled
them to at least the same concessions as the Western Allies ge#ting, were
thwarted.

The Soviet probes pushed the Americans, who were until tiie gragmatic
and somewhat willing to overlook even the communist takeo¥&astern Europe,
into a confrontational position for there appeared to beimd to Soviet designs.
It was a bizarre policy for Stalin to pursue given that ava#sevidence reveals no
preparations for war with Turkey. It must have been a blowaim@unist doctrine
too: after all, it envisioned that the two capitalist stafgsS. and Britain) should
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come into imperialist conflict over the Middle East, and th&@3R would be able
to exploit this inevitable antagonism to its advantage. Takey episode did the
opposite: it consolidated the Anglo-American bloc and sdi® move Turkey ever
closer to the West. This crisis was another unmitigatedstesdor the Soviets.

5 Conclusion: The Origins of the Cold War

The Russians felt (and were) entitled to gains from theirovicin Europe. They

wanted a protective belt that would erect a barrier throlnghroute traditionally

used by Western armies invading Russian territory. They e¢htd be able to ex-
tract compensation from the conquered German lands andhesegsources to re-
build the country. They wanted access to shipping lanesigirthe Mediterranean,
which implied control of the Dardanelles and Bosphorus. Tiveye denied any
role in the settlement in the Far East. Although the USSRadedlwar on Japan
and invaded Manchuria, the Americans were careful to excawtryone but them-
selves from the disposition of the Empire of Japan. When thesiRus pressed
to get their security barrier, recognizing in return Britisfluence in Greece, they
were opposed at every step.

As you can see, this interpretation sees the USSRs&x@arity-seeking rather
than an ideologue, country whose main interests were inrigrgsits safety from
perceived Western hostility and possible future aggressiod who wanted to re-
build its economy, preferably with the help of reparatiormi the conquered ter-
ritories in Germany. In terms of security, the Soviets wdrdaebuffer of friendly
states to protect them in the West, and since history had rstiost democracies
would turn anti-Soviet, they wanted to install communistgqmments that would
depend on Moscow for their existence, and would thereforeo@ted upon to be
loyal. It bears repeating that Central and Eastern Europaidnsot find this logic
compelling, they would rather live in a democratic cap#iaitate than under the
Russian boot. So this explanation does nothing to condoneiSmstions, it is an
attempt to understand them.

The other possible interpretation was that the USSR wadesrogy-drivenrev-
olutionary force that was unrelentingly hostile to the bagmilitical and economic
organization of Western societies, and that would exphlatg opportunity to un-
dermine them until the entire world is converted to its pnefe social and economic
organization. Despite concessions in China that enragedféiew communists,
the Soviets were perceived as being bent on exporting theatogy. When they did
not press their advantage in Iran, they were thought to hagkda down because
of American threats. When they first pressured Turkey ovestitzts and then re-
treated, they were believed to have attempted expansipaisththeir attempt was
thought frustrated by vigorous American action.

All of this does not mean, of course, that the Soviets werkaaher, even if they
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subordinated ideology to power politics. For one, Stalmithless interpretation
of “balance of power” meant that he probably expected thedvar be divided

into spheres of influence and control, with the USSR grabhiigust significant

chunks of Europe, but also the Middle East, and Asia. Justagds prepared to
recognize Western interests in their own “zones,” he fullpexted to be given a
free hand in what he considered his own playground. Recdlimgssertion about
the imposition of one’s social system on populations ondrots) this invariably

meant the expansion of Soviet-controlled communism inghesitories.

Although there were legitimate security concerns, it wasatall clear just how
far the buffer would have to extend to make the Soviets feetjadtely protected.
For example, did it mean that Turkey should be part of thelresp? Or Iran? It
should come as no surprise, therefore, that Stalin wouédrggdt to grab as much
territories (or influence) as possible, as long as that cbaldone without risking
war with the United States and justified in the name of seguvithile the Iranian
case seems to have been an instance where the Russian®debreeduse of the
promises they had been able to extract from the IraniansTuhidsh case almost
certainly represents a withdrawal due to a realization &ratrica was going to
stand firm.

In the end, Soviet actions only convinced the Americans tiwey were deal-
ing with a crafty opponent who would test every possible wesk in Western
defenses. An opponent who would stop at nothing in its questvbrld domina-
tion. An opponent whose ideology and goals were thorougitpmpatible with
the American way of life. Such an opponent had to be neugdliBut his Red
Army was too strong. Therefore, it had to be contained thinahg use of force or
the threats to use force because this was the only languagdetstood.

Note how American containment effort also strengthens Soet perception
that they are threatened, so it pushes them to try to fill nook&rannies to pre-
vent encirclement.

In an important sense, the Russians did understand only butckeecause their
problems were so important that they could not simply givevithout a try. Fur-
thermore, the willingness to use force that the U.S. disggdagarly on perpetuated
the Soviet belief that the Western camp was irreconcilapfyosed to the existence
of the USSR. That it was bent on denying it the basic fruits oforly the Red Army
had won at great sacrifice. The Soviets became convinceth#hanly way to claim
their reward was through a show of strength, a contest wehAkst. Such a con-
test would inevitably have a military dimension becauseAheericans apparently
would not hesitate to use force in pursuit of their interedtsus, the Soviets had
to reply in kind. But when they did try the language of forcegytlonly confirmed
American suspicions that they were a crafty enemy who woelgnstop until it
has conquered the world.

So why did all of this happen? Was there a way to distinguistcarsty-seeking
USSR with whom accommodation was possible from an ideolirgyen one with
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whom compromise was impossible? Conversely, was there aavalyd Soviets to

distinguish an ideology-driven West that was bent on it¢rdegon from a security-

minded West whose fears it was possible to allay? The tragkthe period is that

it was very unlikely for such mutual revelation to happere @old War could have

been, in large part, a consequence not of ideological agigezwess on either side,
but on security concerns, asymmetric information aboutsamen preferences, and
an inability to build confidence and credibly reveal thabmmhation to the other

side.

Imagine the American perspective: the USSR can be eitherigeseeking or
expansionist (two types), and we are uncertain as to whigh tye are facing. We
would want to accommodate the former, but want to resistdtterl We are likely
to dismiss statements of its leaders claiming that they atenterested in world
revolution: words are cheap, and an expansionist would mentives to lie and
conceal his true motives so that he does not have to dealmittediate opposition.
The only way the USSR could credibly signal to the US its tyjes o take actions
that an expansionist would not take: separating strategoesd then convey the
necessary information to the Americans, much like we haea gehappen in our
crisis escalation game.

Unfortunately, much like in our crisis escalation game,dbgons of a security-
seeking USSR were almost wholly consistent with actionsahaxpansionist ide-
ological enemy would take: undermining governments, lhstapuppet regimes
through force, suspicions of the West, and unwillingnesgtieat when pressured.
In other words, this was pooling behavior, and hence no néwrrmation was being
conveyed. The Americans had to depend on their priors aedoirgt Soviet behav-
ior in their light. Only a costly signal by a security-seakidSSR would work—for
example, letting Poland go democratic—but precisely beeauch a thing was so
costly due to the risk the Russians thought it carried that Were unwilling to try
it. This, coupled with the unfortunate timing of severalidents we have seen and
with the more adventurous probes, meant that the only calsesewheir behavior
could have been perceived as an attempt to find an accommodatuld produce
the exact opposite result as they were interpreted as agampexpand that were
only prevented by the threat of force.

The other way to demonstrate desire for peaceful coexistaras to actually
coexist in peace, and let the weight of accumulated expegierork as evidence of
one’s intentions. This almost happened in the 1960-70sthimitvas twenty years
in the future, so one cannot blame the Americans for now bwiligpg to take the
risk. And a grave risk it seemed at the time: the dynamic conigtigtate not only
survived the brutal war, but it emerged victorious, and vaittiumphant military
machine that nobody could challenge. Its basic philosopleyned vindicated, and
it was expected to assert itself globally in a way it could have done before.
Since its fundamental economic organization was absglwehtrary to market
capitalism and its political organization to democracyttar encroachments on
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the world scene were deemed inimical to U.S. interests.

For their own part, the Russians could not have seen that ttet pvebably
did not desire the destruction of the USSR. Sure, there wartypté fervent anti-
communist talk that sometimes turned bellicose (as thesgpleanty of fervent anti-
capitalist talk that sometimes turned bellicose in the US8R) fundamentally, it
seems highly unlikely that the West would want to spenddsbiito confront one of
the mightiest military forces in the world (soon in posses®f nuclear weapons).
In fact, as | argued above, if the West could be persuadedhba&oviets posed no
danger, it was very likely that they would actually seek sdess confrontational
way of dealing with them.

But how was the West to convey all this to the Russians? Put glfumsSoviet
shoes now. You might be facing one of two types of Americausgeseeking type
who needs to be reassured and with whom you can deal, andaaggedriven one
who wants to destroy you. Of course, you would discount amlgalestatements on
principles and democracy, and would insist on some actiatvtiould demonstrate
the true preferences and intent of the U.S., action thatdveeibarate the security-
seeking type from the ideologue. As before, this would nedakta costly signal,
something that an ideologue would not do under any circumss& For example,
recognizing the basic security interests of the Sovietsuroge and in the Middle
East, interests that must have appeared to the Russianset-egident. However,
given its priors, the U.S. judged the risks required for sseparation to be too
high, practically ensuring that the Soviets would inferttihas the ideologue who
is pooling with the security-seeking type.

After the Second World War, it was not at all clear that the Aigans would sup-
plant the British and French in their various possessionscantmitments around
the world. From the Soviet perspective, it made a lot of sémpeobe the extent to
which the West would reassert its prewar preeminence in ey [Bast and Asia.
The necessity to screen out whether America was truly cotadhiheant engag-
ing in risky actions that would rest its resolve without adlyicausing war. If the
probe worked, then the Soviets could enjoy the fruits ofaricion the cheap. If it
failed, then they could turn to better strategies, or trgwlgere. .. almost no harm
done. But great harm was done, for every succeeding probealsouply reinforce
American suspicions about fanatic ideologically-drivepansion regardless of the
actual reasons for retreat.

People always want to apportion blame for unpleasant hesticevents. The his-
toriography of the Cold War is no exception. The reasoninyidex here should
show why blaming either the Americans or the Soviets forphatracted confronta-
tion is far from straightforward. We can never know what cldve been had alter-
native policies been pursued. We cannot use outcomes thpéhead decades after
the 1940s to reason back and infer that the same policiesdvwawe succeeded in
that environment as well. It is entirely possible that thefprences of one or both
antagonists evolved over time, making possible actionshhd been previously
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unthinkable.

The traditional view in the West was that the Soviet Union wasxpansionist
ideologue that confronted a security-seeking West. Thisigevst histories of the
1960s asserted that the opposite was true: a securityrge&kviet Union was
driven to self-defense by the imperialist expansionisigeed of the West. The
post-revisionist histories simply split the differencelddamed both sides equally:
power politics was bad whether it was pursued for capitalistommunist reasons.
The post-post-revisionist view is that neither side wasléone: it was all a grand
misunderstanding, a tragic spiral of hostility arisingnfranisperception, lack of
communication, and mistakes.

In my view, we simply cannot tell which of these versions isreot. And in a
way, it does not matter. The relevant questions are (1) wayibld War happened,
and (2) could it have been averted? What the “objective ygalias in terms of
preferences matters only peripherally for the answerdsimple reasons that the
Cold War happened because policy-makers pursued certamgsobnd these were
based on images of the opponent that might have been onlguslyuconnected to
that objective reality. One might wish to argue that thesages were wrong, and
indeed that is what the various schools of thought have bemg dor decades, but
for an explanation of the Cold War, it is not necessary. Far, thie need to explain
why policy-makers made the choices they did.

The uncertainties, the risks, and the complexities thafroah policy-makers
were inherent in the international environment in whichytbperated. Things that
appear as mistakes in retrospect were probably regarddieasater courses of
action at the time. It is worth emphasizing that if we were tal fourselves back
then, knowing only what these policy-makers knew at the tihey made their
decisions, we would very likely reach similar conclusiomsl amplement similar
policies. Sometimes no amount of wishful thinking and nadility can avoid ending
up in situations that are bad for everyone involved.

Notice that to answer the second question, we also do naalgcheed to ascer-
tain the “true” preferences of the two sides. If we could shibat whatever their
preferences, the informational and strategic constraintier which they operated
would have forced the actors into essentially the same hahaven the Cold War
would have been unavoidable.

Since we have assumed that if one actor is an expansiondbgles, the other
would prefer to confront him regardless of his own prefeesnthe Cold War could
have only been avoided, in principle, if neither was an idgok. So let us assume,
for the sake of argument, that this was so. By our reasonimgotitbreak of the
Cold War was intimately connected to the actors’ inabilityréweal their prefer-
ences to each other. Neither side could credibly promisetter that its goal did
not include the destruction of its opponent. Politicalesta¢nts made on both sides
only served to fan the flames of mutual distrust. It is possibat had the Soviets
and the Americans known about each other’s preferencescthed have avoided
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the Cold War. But they did not. In these circumstances, co#iyating would
have been the only solution, and it was judged too risky by lsades. In the fi-
nal analysis, both share responsibility for the conflicg arither one is to blame.
| don’t know what is more depressing: knowing that the warlddwave been, in
principle, avoidable, or that there are situations wherhing can help avoid the
bad outcome.

One must wonder why the Soviets attempted several rathersgiyprobes so
early on: they must have known how these would be interprietéice West. The
Turkish fiasco seems especially puzzling unless Stalityraught that the Amer-
icans would not prop the faltering British Empire. When it canme the morality
of their actions, on the other hand, there is no question3baiet rule—no matter
how well-justified by security concerns—was repugnant aatedh by all on whom
it was imposed. Poles, Hungarians, and Czechs would alt iesasd each Soviet
satellite would turn West at first opportunity.

It is worth pausing a little here to reflect about the statéhefworld at the dawn
of the Cold War. First, both sides talked about freedom butnind#ferent things
by it. The West’s idea, defined in terms of political rightslanvil freedoms, was a
far cry from the communist notion which defines it in termslof tgreater whole.”
Where we in the West talk about individual liberty, commusistik about duty to
the state. Where we think of fairness as equality of oppagtuodmmunists think
of it in terms of equality of outcome. Consider now an undeifaged and poor
member of some society. Where we try to appeal to an abstreatatipolitical
rights, the communists offer tangible economic benefits. ofiler an opportunity
for people to lift themselves out of their misery, the comistsoffer to redistribute
wealth by taking from those who have a lot and giving it to thago have none.
No wonder that such an appeal would tend to go over well wighpttor who would
have no idea about the social and political system that thesmises inevitably
entail.

Second, from our vantage point, democracy is triumphant. i@onism, Marxism-
Leninism, and other totalitarian systems appear irreabévdiscredited. For us, it
may be puzzling why the West worried so much about such obiydnefficient
systems that were doomed to perish in the long run. Well,newvo the first half of
the 20th century and you will find a world in which “democradg”a dirty word.
The world’s self-styled democracies were struggling whith Great Depression, had
severe economic disparities, a lot of discontent among thing and the poor
strata who were generally effectively disenfranchised.e Shpposedly civilized
Europeans had fought the most devastating war in historp upat point for no
discernible reason. During the post-war period, the inbtecdconomic and social
dynamism of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union offered taitej alternatives to
that decadent bourgeois model. Since nobody really knew wasreally happen-
ing inside these societies (especially the latter), fas@ad communism appealed
to a great many people in the West. It was not at all obviougttiege systems were
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as rotten as they turned out to be, so there was a very gooonréasvorry that
the people could be seduced by apparently simple answerddehecracy seemed
unable to provide. And in fact, many were seduced, in Eurdfréga, Latin Amer-
ica, and Asia, the ideas of the fascists and the communigigiftavorably inclined
recipients who were read to spill a lot of blood to achievertheals.

It is worth keeping in mind that the 20th century these ped&ipézl in was pro-
foundly different from the 20th century we inherited.
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