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CHAPTER

ELEVEN

Reagan, Gorbachev, and the
Completion of Containment

By the time Henry Kissinger stepped down as Se.cretary of S;a;; \:flhthh.th(?
departure of the Ford administration from ofﬁc.e in January 1977, e1 m
its of both symmetrical and asymmetrical containment had becorfxfz c e:llr.
Symmetry offered protection against incremental threats,. z;lgai)nst he
danger that peripheral challenges to the ba.lance of Power mig tdicoglle
major ones, if not in fact, then psychologlcally, which amounFe 01- e
same thing. It made available multiple levels of response, atjfordmg po ;(l:y—
makers choices wider than those of escalation or hum.lhahon. But 1t' : )
involved letting adversaries select the nature and loc?non of cox.np'etlgon,
and that, for the nation on the defensive, required v1rtue?lly unlimited re-
sources. Despite expansionist economic theory, the United States never
generated either the capabilities or the will that would have b.e(;;ln ?f.ces-
sary to support symmetrical containment over an extendeddpenf? ot ;mre1 .
Attempts to do so, as in Korea and Vietnam, 'had only‘le Fo Tus ‘ra bo ,
disillusionment, and exhaustion. One might, in such s1tuauor{s, win at-
tles—even that was not always assured—but one could as well, in doing so,
loszst)lfllfuzgry recognized the reality of limited resources, stre§si?g tll;e
need to pick and choose the manner of one’s response, le.st wars 1}1 ac't e
lost while winning battles. It concentrated less on a 1nult:{ph(?1ty o oph(l)ns
than on a variety of means, emphasizing the need to act in C}rcumstances,
at times, and in ways that would apply one’s strengths against advgrsar;;‘
weaknesses. It retained, thereby, the initiative, but .often at the price o
yielding positions not easily defended, or of expanding the confrontation
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to exploit new positions that could be. It required, as a result, steady
nerves: one had to distinguish rationally, even cold-bloodedly, between pe-
ripheral and vital interests, tolerable and intolerable threats, feasible and
unfeasible responses. There was little protection against the emergence of
psychological insecurities or the invocation of moral principles, neither of
which could be disregarded in a democracy. It was difficult enough to
maintain one’s balance when walking a tightrope, as Kennan had once sug-
gested;! all the more so when critics, whatever their reasons, had chosen to
shake it at both ends.

The obvious solution would have been to devise some new strategy of
containment, neither symmetrical nor asymmetrical in character, drawing
upon the strengths of each approach while rejecting their weaknesses.
Jimmy Carter, Ford’s successor as president, sought to do just this and
failed. Ronald Reagan, Carter’s successor, attempted the same feat, and
succeeded beyond all expectations. As a result, Reagan’s successor, George
H.W. Bush, inherited a world in which the threat containment was meant
to contain no longer existed. By the time he left office, neither did the
country that had posed that threat through over four decades of Cold War.

I

Jimmy Carter entered the White House in 1977 determined to reverse the
preoccupation with containment that had dominated American foreign
policy for so many years. The time had come, he insisted, to move beyond
the belief “that Soviet expansion was almost inevitable but that it must be
contained,” beyond “that inordinate fear of communism which once led us
to embrace any dictator who joined us in that fear,” beyond the tendency
“to adopt the flawed and erroneous principles and tactics of our adver-
saries, sometimes abandoning our own values for theirs,” beyond the “cri-
sis of confidence” produced by Vietnam and “made even more grave by
the covert pessimism of some of our leaders.” “It is a new world,” Carter
argued, “but America should not fear it. It is a new world, and we should
help' to shape it. It is a new world that calls for a new American foreign
policy—a policy based on constant decency in its values and on optimism
in our historical vision.”2

And yet, less than three years later, Carter was describing the state of
Soviet-American relations as “the most critical factor in determining

whether the world will live in peace or be engulfed in global conflict,”
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praising past efforts at containment, calling for steps toward reconstituting
the military draft and lifting «unwarranted restraints” on intelligence col-
lection capabilities, increasing defense spending by 5 percent annually, ex-
pressing a determination to make the Russians “pay a concrete price for
their aggression,” and even proclaiming his own “Carter doctrine”: that
“any attempt by any outside force to gain control of the Persian Gulf re-
gion will be regarded as an assault on the vital interests of the United
States of America, and such an assault will be repelled by any means nec-
essary, including military force.” Reports of containment’s demise, it ap-
peared, had been somewhat premature.
Much can happen in three years: it would not be the first time an ad-
ministration had been forced, within so brief a period, to rethink its most
fundamental geopolitical assumptions. But when the Truman administra-
tion did this in 1950, it was moving from an asymmetrical approach to con-
tainment—Kennan’s—to a symmetrical one—NSC-68. The Carter admin-
istration, in contrast, had difficulty aligning itself with either tradition, or
indeed with any coherent conception of American interests in the world,
potential threats to them, or feasible responses. The reasons included dis-
agreements among Carter’s advisers, growing out of an unusual interaction
of domestic politics, clashing personalities, and external circumstances, to-
gether with the President’s inability to resolve them. But there was also
increasing evidence that neither symmetry nor asymmetry provided a sat-
isfactory method of containment any longer, and that that strategy, if it was
to survive, was at last going to have to evolve into something new.

All incoming administrations try to distinguish themselves from their
predecessors, but Carters determination to do so was particularly striking.
Whether one looks at his emphasis on human rights and morality, on
openness and de-centralization, on solidifying relations with allies and
neutrals, on giving up linkage as a means of modifying Soviet behavior, or
on removing the U.S.S.R. from the privileged position it had long occu-
pied as the central obsession of American foreign policy, one senses an al-
most desperate effort to establish a distinctive identity, to escape the
lengthy and intimidating shadow of Henry Kissinger.*

One explanation, curiously, was that Carter had so few differences of
substance with Kissinger's policies. There was no effort to revive the last
Democratic administration’s commitment to symmetrica] response—to
return to the view that all interests were vital, all threats were dangerous,

and all means were available to counter them. Instead, Carter retained the
Republicans’ asymmetrical approach of differentiating between vital and
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peripheral interests, of distinguishing between levels of threat, and of
keepi.ng responses commensurate with means. He continued Ki,ssinger’s
practice of working with some communists to contain others. Nor did the
new administration question the importance of negotiations with the Rus-
sians, especially on the control of strategic arms. Even its ostentatious
abandonment of linkage® was less of a departure from past practice than it
initially seemed: Kissinger himself had concluded, early in 1976, that
SALT was too important to be used as a bargaining chip.¢ In ter;ns of
methods, then, the continuities were considerable.

Appearances, however, were quite another matter. Carter and his advis-
ers developed no new strategy, but they did graft onto the basic premises
of the old one certain highly visible initiatives designed to make it seem as
though the American approach to the world had changed. Some of this
was simple one-upmanship; some of it was also an effort to build domestic
support for détente, which Kissinger had never managed to do. The re-
sulting fusion of surface innovation with subsurface continuity ga;/e rise to
such confusion, however, that the image the Carter administration in fact

- conveyed, at least in its dealings with the Soviet Union, was that of having

no strategy at all.

The most obvious example came with regard to human rights, the issue
Carter had focused on during the campaign as a way of distingu,ishing his
own policies from those of Nixon, Ford, and Kissinger. The President’s
personal commitment to this cause was not in doubt;? still, there were
compelling political reasons for making it a priority, providir;g as it did a
way to vxiin the support of critics on the Right who had objected to
Klssmger.s “appeasement” of the Soviet Union, and those on the Left who
had worried about his “amorality.” Carter chose to do this, however, at just
the moment his negotiators were trying to persuade the Russians t:) make
deep cuts in the SALT II limits on strategic weapons—cuts that would
have benefited the United States disproportionately.8 Kremlin leaders
could hardly have been expected to accept such a deal without the sense
that they could trust the new administration in Washington. “Whether
Carter meant it or not,” the long-time Soviet ambassador to the United .

‘States Anatoly Dobrynin later recalled, “his policy was based on linking

détente to the domestic situation in the Soviet Union. This represented an
abrupt departure from the policy followed by preceding administrations
inevitably making his relations with Moscow tense.”® )

Carter’s simultaneous pursuit of contradictory policies had to do, in
part, with who he was: he prided himself on being both a moralist and an
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engineer, a combination conducive to self-confidence, to be sure, but also
to a certain fascination with technical and ultimate questions that left little
room for the realm of strategy that lay in between.1® As a result, the new
President failed to align his moral and domestic political commitment to
human rights with his geopolitical and (given the alternative) humane de-
termination to achieve arms control. He thought he could embrace the
cause of dissidents in the Soviet Union, with all that implied in terms of in-
terfering in the internal affairs of that country, and still continue “business
as usual” on other issues. It did no good to abandon linkage publicly in an
effort to rationalize this approach, because Moscow was certainly pre-
pared to link the issues of arms control and human rights, even if Wash-
ington was not.

Nor were Carter’s advisers helpful in clarifying priorities. His national
security adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, had an academic background simi-
lar to Kissinger’s; conceptually, though, the two could hardly have been
more different. Kissinger had articulated a consistent view of international
affairs: one could read A World Restored (published in 1957) and find in it
a generally reliable guide to the policies he would seek to implement a
decade and a half later. Brzezinski’s writings showed no such depth. There
was instead, as one critic put it, an “enduring penchant for fashionable is-
sues and concepts that are adopted or discarded in the light of changing
circumstances, . . . an unbecoming reliance on the intellectual cliché of
the moment.”!! Once installed as national security adviser, Brzezinski by
his own account sought inconsistent objectives: to put the Soviet Union
“ideologically on the defensive” with respect to human rights, to “promote
a more comprehensive and more reciprocal détente,” and to “move away
from what I considered our excessive preoccupation with the U.S.-Soviet
relationship.”2 The premise seemed to be that one could reform, negoti-
ate with, and ignore the U.S.S.R., all at the same time.

Carter’s Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, sought a more straightforward
approach. A New York lawyer with extensive Washington experience dur-
ing the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, Vance saw his chief task as
one of negotiating with the Russians to lower the risks of nuclear war, to
avoid the distractions and dangers of “third world” conflicts, and to build a
stable long-term superpower relationship. He distrusted the “globalist”
perspective that saw all interests and threats as interconnected; he disliked
linking progress in one set of negotiations to what was happening in oth-
ers; and while sympathetic to the cause of human rights, he was disin-

clined to make it the predominant standard by which relations between
Washington and Moscow were to be conducted.13

REAGAN, GORBACHEV, AND CONTAINMENT 347

It did not take long for Vance and Brzezinski to get at odds with one an-
other, or for the tension between them to be reflected in the administra-
tion’s public pronouncements on Soviet-American relations. The clearest
example_ came on June 7, 1878, in a speech that Carter largely wrote him-
self for delivery at the U.S. Naval Academy. It was, as one historian has put
it, “so disjunctive in its combined reaffirmation of détente and articulation
of a confrontational strategy that the general reaction was perplexity.”14
Jokes abounded that the President had simply stapled together drafts by
Brzezinski and Vance. For Dobrynin, the absence of any “solid and consis-
tent direction” in Carter’s policy evoked an image from Russian literature:
Ivan Krylov's fable about a cart ineffectively pulled by “a swan, a pike, and
a crayfish,”15 ' )

The problem with trying to sustain Kissinger’s strategy while placating
his critics was that the former Secretary of State and his adversaries had
held mutually exclusive views of the U.S.S.R. Kissinger had seen it as a
state with which reasonable accommodations could be worked out, given
firmness and patience on tlie American side, while his critics regarded it as
an aggressive and immoral power with which the United States could not
deal on any basis other than resistance. One could not embrace one posi-
tion without rejecting the other; and yet, this was precisely the choice
Carter hoped to avoid making. As a result, he never developed a sense of

priorities—a clear idea of what to do first, what to postpone, and what not
to attempt at all. “At least for me,” he later acknowledged, “it was natural
to move on many fronts at once.”!6 Policy-makers must almost always
choose between praiseworthy but incompatible objectives. The Carter ad-
ministration was singularly ill-equipped to do so.

Internal disarray, however, was not the only difﬁculty the Carter admin-
istration faced. It had the misfortune to come into office as the Soviet
Union was launching a new series of challenges to the global balance of
power, but also at a time when the United States faced unusual con-
straints in trying to counter them. Solving these problems would have
taxed the skills of even the best organized and mést consistent of adminis-
trations. Carter did not handle these challenges particularly well; still,
given their complexity and intractability, one wonders how well others
might have done.

There had long been speculation as to whether the Soviet Union’s
emergence as a full-fledged military rival of the United States would make
it easier or more difficult to deal with.17 One school of thought had held
that parity would indl_lce self-assurance, a sense of restraint, and a willing-
ness to negotiate on the part of Kremlin leaders. Another had insisted that
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parity would bring arrogance, aggressiveness, contempt for Western weak-
ness, and a determination to exploit this condition where it could be done
without the risk of war. Carter saw both theories proven at least partially
right during his term in office. Despite his human rights campaign, the
Russians continued serious talks on limiting strategic arms, making in the
course of them a surprising number of concessions to the Americans.18
But they also chose, during these years, to deploy a new generation of SS-
20 intermediate-range missiles in Europe, to provide military assistance to
Marxist regimes in Angola and Ethiopia, and most disturbingly, in Decem-
ber 1979, to invade Afghanistan.

It is clear now that these were the terminal excesses of a declining em-
pire, but they did not seem so at the time. The Brezhnev regime, it ap-
peared, had taken the American defeat in Vietnam as a signal to seek op-
portunities elsewhere in the “third world"—an accurate enough
assessment, Soviet sources now confirm.’® Quite independently, the
United States had suffered major setbacks with the overthrow of its long-
time client, the Shah of Iran, in January 1979, the coming to power of the
Sandinista government in Nicaragua in July, and the seizure of American
hostages in Tehran in November. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan,
therefore, was only the most dramatic of ‘a series of humiliations for the
United States that were raising questions about whether any form of con-
tainment—symmetrical or asymmetrical—could reverse a tide of history
that seemed to be flowing in a decidedly unfavorable direction.

Compounding these difficulties were constraints unprecedented in the
postwar era on the American ability to act in world affairs. These included
the effects of a post-Vietnam conviction on the part of much of the foreign
policy “establishment” that there were few if any occasions upon which
the United States might legitimately use force.2® Another problem was the
debilitating impact of inflation, a continuing and corrosive legacy of the
Vietnam War, exacerbated by a growing dependence on Middle East oil
that further limited the nation’s capacity to act.

It is not surprising, then, that divided counsels should have existed in-
side the Carter administration, with Brzezinski and the National Security
Council staff favoring a hard line toward the Russians even if it meant de-
laying SALT II, but with Vance, the State Department, and the arms con-
trol community emphasizing continued negotiations, on the theory that
the Russians would eventually overextend and defeat themselves in the
“third world.” Afghanistan settled this debate: that first use of Red Army
troops outside the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe since the end of
World War II left the administration little choice but to withdraw the
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SALT II treaty from the Senate, and to call a halt, for the time being, to
any further steps in the direction of détente. )
Those who listened to the President’s forceful “Carter doctrine” speech
on January 23, 1980, might well have concluded that Afghanistan had
shocked his administration into embracing the undifferentiated view of in-
terests and threats that was characteristic of symmetrical response. But
Carter gave no hint of how the nation could generate the means necessary
to sustain such a strategy in an era of energy dependency and double-digit
inflation. The difficulties the White House had in rallying support for its
new tough line, what with widespread opposition to draft registration,
grain and technology embargoes, and even its boycott of the Moscow
Olympics, reflected not only a crisis of leadership at the top but a resistance
to being led from below that, even in a more disciplined administration
than Carter’s, would not have boded well for a coherent grand strategy,
much less an effective one. ’

II

Because the Carter strategy—such as it was—failed to it within the Cold
War categories of symmetrical or asymmetrical containment, it is difficult
to claim that the outcome of the 1980 election was an endorsement or a
repudiation of either approach. What it did confirm was a growing sense of
alarm: the Soviet Union, it seemed, was on a roll; the United States ap-
peared to be in retreat, if not actual decline. Dissatisfaction with existing
policy was at least as strong as it had been in 1952, 1960, 1968, and 1976

which meant that Ronald Reagan’s decisive victory was a mandate to re:
verse course and reassert American strength. What that implied for the
strategy of containment, however, was not at all clear.

The greatest uncertainty had to do with the man who took office on Jan-
uary 20, 1981. Reagan was the first major American politician—though
not the last—to have begun his career as a film and television star. He had
gained political prominence as a Barry Goldwater conservative, as gover-
nor of California from 1967 to 1975, and as a presidential contender dur-
ing the 1968 and 1976 campaigns. He had been as critical of Republican as
of Democratic approaches to containment, having almost derailed Ford’s
nomination in 1976 by condemning the alleged amorality of Kissinger’s
policies, but having also accused Carter, in 1980, of allowing moral con-
cerns to inhibit the use of American power. Only one thing seemed obvi-
ous at the time of Reagan’s inaugural: détente was dead, buried, and in the
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new administration at least not mourned. As the new President himself
had admitted to a radio audience three years earlier, “I didn’t exactly tear
my hair and go into a panic at the possibility of losing détente.”!

For years intellectuals, journalists, and political opponents derided Rea-
gan as a telegenic lightweight, too simple-minded to know what contain-
ment had been about, much less to have had constructive ideas about how
to ensure its success. It is true that Reagan relied more on instincts than
on systematic study in shaping his positions: in this, he differed conspicu-
ously from Carter. Derived from his Midwestern upbringing, his experi-
ences in Hollywood, and an occasional tendency to conflate movies with
reality, those instincts included an unshakable belief in democracy and
capitalism, an abhorrence of communism, an impatience with compro-
mise in what he regarded as a contest between good and evil, and—very
significantly—a deep fear that the Cold War might end in a nuclear holo-
caust, thereby confirming the Biblical prophecy of Armageddon.?2 This
was, to say the least, an unorthodox preparation for the presidency. When
combined with the fact that Reagan took office as the oldest elected chief
executive—he turned seventy shortly after his inauguration—it seemed
reasonable to expect an amiable geriatric who would for the most part fol-
low the lead of his own advisers.

That expectation turned out to be wrong on several counts. First, it
overlooked the skill with which Reagan had managed his pre-presidential
career: it was no small matter to have shifted the Republican Party to the
right while centrist Republican presidents—Nixon and Ford—were occu-
pying the White House.2 Second, it failed to take into account Reagan’s
artful artlessness: his habit of appearing to know less than his critics did, of
seeming to be adrift even as he proceeded quietly toward destinations he
himself had chosen.24 Third, it neglected what Reagan himself had said in
hundreds of radio scripts and speech drafts prepared between 1975 and
1980: these almost daily commentaries, composed in longhand on legal
pads without the assistance of speechwriters, provided a more voluminous
record of positions taken on national and international issues than had
been available for any other modern presidential aspirant.?* They put for-
ward no comprehensive strategy for ending the Cold War. That would
emerge only gradually, in response to what happened after Reagan en-
tered the White House. These broadcasts and speeches did, however, con-
tain most of the ideas that lay behind that strategy—and they establish that
the ideas largely came from Reagan himself.

The one most obvious at the time was optimism: faith in the ability of
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the United States to compete successfully within the international system.
One would have to go back to Roosevelt in 1933 to find a president who
entered office with comparable self-confidence in the face of bleak
prospects. Like F.D.R., Reagan believed that the nation was stronger than
it realized, that time was on its side, and that these facts could be con-
veyed, through rhetoric, style, and bearing, to the American people. “[I]t
is important every once and a while to remind ourselves of our accom-
plishments . . . lest we let someone talk us into throwing out the baby with
the bathwater,” he told his radio audience in 1976. “[T]he system has
never let us down—we’ve let the system down now & then because we're
only human,”%

It followed from this that the Soviet Union was weaker than it appeared
to be, and that time was not on its side: Reagan had insisted as early as
1975 that communism was “a temporary aberration which will one day dis-
appear from the earth because it is contrary to human nature.”?” This too
was an unusual posture for an incoming president. The fundamental
premise of containment had always been that the United States was acting
defensively against an adversary that was on the offensive, and was likely to
continue on that path for the foreseeable future. Now, just at the moment
when the U.S.S.R. seemed to be pushing for superiority in strategic
weaponry as well as influence on a global scale, Reagan rejected that
premise, raising the prospect of regaining and indefinitely sustaining
American preeminence.

He did so by assuming expandable resources on the part of the United
States, a view consistent with NSC-68, which Reagan read and discussed
on the air shortly after it was declassified in 1975. He concluded, as he
later recalled, that “capitalism had given us a powerful weapon in our bat-
tle against Communism—ymoney. The Russians could never win the arms
race; we could outspend them forever.”28 Meanwhile, the Soviet Union
was denying its people “all kinds of consumer products” in its quest for
military supremacy. “We could have an unexpected ally,” he noted in 1977,
“if citizen Ivan is becoming discontented enough to start talking back.”2
After becoming president, Reagan quickly became convinced, on the basis
of intelligence reports, that the Soviet economy “was a basket case, partly
because of massive spending on armaments. . . . I wondered how we as a
nation could use these cracks in the Soviet system to accelerate the
process of collapse.”30

The Soviet Union was also vulnerable, Reagan insisted, within the realm
of ideas. Despite his support for the Committee on the Present Danger,
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founded by Paul Nitze in 1976 to warn of the Soviet military buildup,*
Reagan had never accepted the assumption that armaments alone could
make the U.S.S.R. an effective competitor with the United States.
Moscow’s failure to respect human rights, he maintained, was a serious
weakness, even in a military superpower. Although Reagan had opposed
the Helsinki Conference, which he regarded—shortsightedly—as having
ratified Soviet control over Eastern Europe, by 1979 he was acknowledg-
ing that “something [is] going on behind the Iron Curtain that we've been
ignoring and [that offers] hope for all mankind....[A] litde less
détente . . . and more encouragement to the dissidents might be worth a
lot of armored divisions.”!

Mutual Assured Destruction, however, had to go. Unlike all previous
presidents dating back to Kennedy, Reagan refused to accept the proposi-
tion that a nuclear balance of terror could ever lead to a stable interna-
tional system: it was “the craziest thing I ever heard of.”32 The SALT
process, geared as it was toward reinforcing MAD, was flawed because it
did nothing to reverse reliance on nuclear weapons or to diminish the risks
that their continued existence in such vast numbers entailed. “I have re-
peatedly stated that I would be willing to negotiate an honest, verifiable
reduction in nuclear weapons . . . to the point that neither of us repre-
sented a threat to the other,” Reagan wrote in a 1980 speech draft. “I can-
not, however, agree to a treaty—specifically the Salt II treaty, which, in ef-
fect, legitimizes a nuclear arms buildup.™?

The problem with détente was not that it had encouraged negotiations
with the U.S.S.R., but rather that it had done so without enlisting Ameri-
can strengths: the idea had been to “seek agreements just for the sake of
having an agreement.” The Russians had to understand that “we are . . .
building up our defense capability pending an agreement by both sides to
limit various kinds of weapons.” But “if we have the will & the determina-
tion to build a deterrent capability . . . we can have real peace. ... [Tlhe
men in the Kremlin could in the face of such determination decide that
true arms limitation makes sense.” In Reagan’s view, then, rejecting dé-
tente was the way to reduce the danger of nuclear war and move toward a
negotiated settlement of Cold War differences. :

Such a settlement would require, however, a fundamental change in the

*The Committee on the Present Danger took its name from an earlier organization that had
been formed in 1950 to lobby for the implementation of NSC-68. See Paul H. Nitze, with Ann
M. Smith and Steven L. Rearden, From Hiroshima to Glasnost: At the Center of Decision: A
Memoir (New York: 1989), pp. 353-54; also Jerry W. Sanders, Peddlers of Crisis: The Commit-
tee on the Present Danger and the Politics of Containment (Boston: 1983).
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nature of the Soviet Union itself. This had been the long-term objective of
containment since Kennan first articulated that strategy; but as the nu-
clear danger had grown, the American interest in encouraging reform
within the U.S.S.R. had receded—until the Carter administration made
the promotion of human rights there one of its chief priorities.3s Carter,
however, had sought to do this while preserving détente, a futile endeavor
because one could hardly challenge a state’s internal makeup while simul-
taneously soliciting its cooperation within the international arena. For
Reagan, reforming the Soviet Union required abandoning détente. “Our
foreign policy should be to show by example the greatness of our system
and the strength of American ideals,” he wrote in August 1980. “[W]e
would like nothing better than to see the Russian people living in freedom
& dignity instead of being trapped in a backwash of history as they are.”3

Reagan was, then, no lightweight. He came into office with a clear set of
ideas, developed for the most part on his own, on how to salvage the strat-
egy of containment by returning to the objective Kennan had set for it in
1947: “to increase enormously the strains under which Soviet policy must
operate, to force upon the Kremlin a far greater degree of moderation and
circumspection than it has had to observe in recent years, and in this way
to promote tendencies which must eventually find their outlet in either
the break-up or the gradual mellowing of Soviet power.”” Reagan would
do this, not by acknowledging the current Soviet regime’s legitimacy but

_ by challenging it; not by seeking parity in the arms race but by regaining

superiority; not by compromising on the issue of human rights but by cap-
italizing on it as a weapon more powerful than anything that existed in the
military arsenals of either side. “The Reagan I observed may have been no
master of detail,” Soviet Ambassador Dobrynin later observed, “but he
had a clear sense of what he wanted.”38

III

Like earlier strategies of containment, Reagan’s was not fully formed when
he entered the White House. He was determined to distance himself, as
several of his predecessors had sought to do, from what he regarded as the
discredited policies of a defeated incumbent. He was unusual, however, in
that he rejected the legacies of earlier administrations as well, including
those of his fellow Republicans Nixon and Ford. The new President also
departed from precedent by relying on no principal adviser to help shape
and articulate his strategy. Despite the presence of heavyweights like
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Alexander Haig and George Shultz in the State Department, Caspar
Weinberger in the Defense Department, and William Casey in the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency, no one in Reagan’s administration wielded the in-
fluence that Kennan, Nitze, Dulles, Rostow, Kissinger, and Brzezinski had
had within the administrations they served: Shultz would come closest,
but only in Reagan’s second term. The fact that Reagan went thirough six
national security advisers—Richard Allen, William Clark, Robert McFar-
lane, John Poindexter, Frank Carlucci, and Colin Powell—suggests the ex-
tent to which he was, in the end, his own chief strategist. It was obvious,
Dobrynin concluded after his first long conversation with the President,
“that Reagan was the real boss.”%

Reagan’s objective was straightforward, if daunting: to prepare the way
for a new kind of Soviet leader by pushing the old Soviet system to the
breaking point. Kennan, Nitze, and other early strategists of containment
had always held out the possibility that Moscow might someday acknowl-
edge the failures of Marxism-Leninism and the futility of Russian imperi-
alism—the two foundations upon which the Soviet state had been con-
structed.# But neither symmetrical nor asymmetrical containment had
produced anything like that result, and by the time Reagan took office
early in 1981 the apparent strength and actual behavior of the U.S.S.R.
made the prospect seem very distant indeed. It was not at all clear then
that the Soviet economy was approaching bankruptcy, that Afghanistan
would become Moscow’s Vietnam, that the appearance of a Polish labor
union called Solidarity portended the end of communism in Eastern Eu-
rope, or that the U.S.S.R. itself would disappear in just over a decade.

The strategy Reagan developed over the next several years did not cause
these things to happen. They resulted from structural tensions that had
been building within the Soviet Union and its satellites for many years.
Even if Carter had been re-elected in 1980, they would at some point have
produced a crisis. Whether it would have come as quickly or with such de-
cisive results, though, is another matter. For however Carter’s policies may
have appeared from Moscow’s perspective, no administration prior to
Reagan’s had deliberately sought to exploit those tensions with a view to
destabilizing the Kremlin leadership and accelerating the decline of the
regime it ran. ‘

All previous shifts between symmetrical and asymmetrical containment
had taken place in response to what presidents and their advisers thought
the American system could stand. Thus, Truman was moving even before
Korea toward a reorientation of strategy on the basis of claims that the
economy could tolerate large increases in the defense budget without set-
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ting off inflation. Eisenhower’s rejection of those arguments, together with
his concerns about the political costs of limited wars, drove his administra-
tion back to asymmetry in the form of the New Look. Kennedy and John-
son embraced an expansionist economic philosophy without which their
return to symmetrical response would not have been possible. Nixon,
Ford, and Kissinger, recoiling from the excesses of Vietnam, reverted to
asymmetry again. And one of the reasons Carter continued the substance,
though not the appearance, of Kissinger’s strategy was that the inflationary
spiral set off by the last application of symmetrical response still persisted,
ruling out further experimentation with that approach.

None of these shifts, however, had had much to do with what the Soviet
system could stand. Even the Carter administration, which did challenge
Moscow on the issue of human rights, refrained from any systematic effort
to take advantage of internal weaknesses within the U.S.S.R. Its first pres-
idential directive on national strategy, prepared in 1977, called attention to
American technological, economic, and political strengths, while noting
that “the Soviet Union continues to face major internal economic and na-
tional difficulties.” It failed to build on this insight, though, recommending
instead efforts to secure Moscow’s cooperation in managing regional con-
flicts and achieving arms control agreements, as well as “involv[ing] the
Soviet Union constructively in global activities, such as economic and so-
cial developments and peaceful non-strategic trade.” Despite all that had

_ happened by 1981, that strategy of seeking a partnership with the Brezh-

nev regime was still in place when Carter left office. 4!

The first Reagan directive on national strategy, in contrast, called explic-
itly, in May 1982, for efforts to force “the U.S.S.R. to bear the brunt of its
economic shortcomings, and to encourage long-term liberalizing and na-
tionalist tendencies within the Soviet Union and allied countries.”2 Three
weeks later, in a speech to the members of the British Parliament, Reagan
elaborated on what he had in mind. Karl Marx had been right, he pointed
out, in predicting “a great revolutionary crisis . . . where the demands of
the economic order are conflicting directly with those of the political
order.” This was happening, though, not in the capitalist world but in the
Soviet Union, a country that “runs against the tide of history by denying
human freedom and human dignity to its citizens.” Nuclear superpower
status provided no immunity from this great trend, for “[a]ny system is in-
herently unstable that has no peaceful means to legitimize its leaders.”
The West, therefore, should insist “that freedom is not the sole preroga-
tive of a lucky few, but the inalienable and universal right of all human be-
ings.” What was needed was “a plan and a hope for the long term—the
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march of freedom and democracy that will leave Marxism-Leninism on
the ash-heap of history.”43*

No American president had ever before talked like this, and the effec.ts
were profoundly unsettling in Moscow. It had been difficult, Dobrym.n
later recalled, to imagine that anyone could be worse than Carter, “but it
soon became clear that in ideology and propaganda Reagan [was] . . . far
more threatening.”# The new administration sought, in the words of Na-
tional Security Decision Directive 75, completed in January 1983, “[t]o
contain and over time reverse Soviet expansionism by competing effec-
tively on a sustained basis with the Soviet Union in all international are-
nas.”® The contest would range from buildups in nuclear and conventional
weaponry through new and openly discussed war-fighting strategies, eco-
nomic sanctions, the aggressive promotion of human rights, and overt and
covert support for anti-Soviet resistance movements in Eastern Europe
and Afghanistan as well as for opponents of Marxist regimes in Angola,
Ethiopia, and Nicaragua. As Reagan’s British Parliament speech mad.e
clear, the strategy would also include the vigorous employment of rhetoric
as an instrument of psychological warfare, a trend which culminated in the
President’s March 1983 claim that the Soviet Union was “the focus of evil in
the modern world.”#

All of this came at a time when the domestic strains that had long been
building within the U.S.8.R. had converged to produce a stagnant econ-
omy, environmental degradation, the beginnings of social unrest, and—re-
markably for an advanced industrial society—declining life expectancy.
Soviet military expenditures, meanwhile, were now consuming between
15 and 20 percent of gross domestic product; the comparable figure for
the United States, through the last half of the 1970’%, had averaged slightly
under 5 percent.#” The aging Kremlin leadership, burdened by both ideo-
logical and biological senescence, could only respond autistically to these
developments, a trend that continued even after Brezhnev’s death in No-
vember 1982, when the Politburo appointed successors, Yuri Andropov
and Konstantin Chernenko, who were themselves approaching their

deathbeds.#8 Reagan had, in this sense, picked a good time to push.

Pushing, however, still carried risks. Reagan could hardly dismantle dé-
tente and exploit Soviet vulnerabilities without reviving fears of nuclear

*The historian Richard Pipes, then serving on the National Security Councillstaff, pl.ayed a
significant role in shaping the drafting of these documents. (Richard Pipes, Vixi: Memoirs of a
Non-Belonger [New Haven: 2003], pp. 197-200.)
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war. This is indeed what happened during the first two years of his admin-
istration, a period that seemed at the time—and still seems—the most
dangerous one in Soviet-American relations since the Guban missile crisis.
Some of these fears resulted from the collapse of arms control negotia-
tions, despite Reagan’s willingness to abide by the numerical limits of the
unratified SALT II treaty. Some arose from rhetorical excesses on the part
of Reagan’s subordinates, notably the official who immortalized himself by
extending the assurance that with “enough shovels” to build backyard
bomb shelters, it should be possible to survive a nuclear attack. Some grew
out of protests in Europe against the forthcoming installation there of Per-
shing II and cruise missiles, NATO's response to the Soviet S5-20 deploy-
ment of the late 1970%. All of these fears were reflected in the campaign,
within the United States, for a “freeze” on the production, testing, and de-
ployment of Soviet and American nuclear weapons, in Jonathan Schell’s
best-selling 1982 book, The Fate of the Earth, a graphic account of the
physical and biological consequences of nuclear war, and in the equally ex-
plicit ABC television production, The Day After, which riveted a national
audience in the fall of 1983 with its portrayal of a nuclear attack on the
United States.4®

What hardly anyone realized at the time was that Reagan also feared a
nuclear apocalypse—perhaps more deeply than most of his critics did. He
had warned, as early as 1976, of “horrible missiles of destruction that can,

~ in a matter of minutes, . . . destroy virtually the civilized world we live

in."50 His rejection of Mutual Assured Destruction, and hence of the
SALT process, stemmed from a long-standing conviction that relying on
nuclear weapons to keep the peace was certain sooner or later to bring on
a nuclear war. Détente itself, he believed, had frozen the nuclear danger
in place, rather than doing anything to alleviate it. Soon after entering the
White House, he began promoting initiatives to reduce that threat: these
involved shifting SALT to START—from “strategic arms limitation talks”
to “strategic arms reduction talks"—as well as endorsing the then radical
idea of seeking an agreement with Moscow to phase out all intermediate-
range nuclear missiles in Europe. But because the very concept of arms
control as it had evolved over the past two decades had assumed that arms
reduction was impossible, these Reagan proposals were widely regarded
as efforts to kill rather than to advance progress toward eliminating the nu-
clear peril 51 Then Reagan really shook up the arms control community,
the anti-nuclear protesters, the Russians, and most of his own advisers as
well.
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The Strategic Defense Initiative, which the President announced on
March 23, 1983, shattered orthodoxies on all sides. By endorsing a pro-
gram to defend the United States against long-range nuclear missile at-
tacks, Reagan called into question the 1972 Soviet-American treaty ban-
ning strategic defenses, a fundamental pillar of the SALT I agreements. In
doing so, he denied the basic premise of Mutual Assured Destruction,
which was that vulnerability could produce safety. He thereby reversed an
American position on arms control dating back to the Kennedy adminis-
tration. He raised the prospect of extending the arms race into outer
space, a region hitherto off limits to it. He exploited an overwhelming
American superiority in computer technology, precisely the field in which
the Soviet Union would find it most difficult to keep up. But he also linked
SDI to the goal of lowering the nuclear danger: missile defense, he in-
sisted, could in time make nuclear weapons “impotent and obsolete.”52

Reagan did not invent the idea of strategic missile defense. The United
States and the Soviet Union had made efforts to develop such systems
prior to the SALT I agreements, and the Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty had
even allowed limited deployments.53 Technical problems caused the Pen-
tagon to abandon these, however, so that only the concept remained alive
through the end of the 1970’, especially at the Lawrence Livermore Nu-
clear Laboratory, where Edward Teller, the father of the American H-
bomb, had strongly endorsed it. But it was nowhere near the mainstream
of policy until Reagan placed it there—very much to the consternation of
aides and allies. “I was completely taken by surprise,” Paul Nitze, the chief
White House arms control negotiator, later acknowledged. “I had no
idea,” Secretary of State Shultz recalled, “that anything regarding strategic
defense was on the president’s agenda.” Secretary of Defense Weinberger
immediately scrambled “to ensure that the announcement did not fall on
totally astonished NATO ears.”5

From an operational perspective, SDI was as remote from reality in
1983 as Khrushchev’s claims of strategic missile superiority had been in
the 1950%s. Reagan’s interest in the concept had grown more out of in-
credulity that the United States lacked the means of defending itself
against a Soviet attack—and perhaps also out of movies and science fic-
tion—than from an informed assessment of what might be technologically
feasible.5 Two decades later a workable system seems almost as far away
as it did then. As grand strategy, though, SDI was a striking demonstration
of killing multiple birds with a single stone: in one speech Reagan man-
aged simultaneously to pre-empt the nuclear freeze movement, to raise
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the prospect of not just reducing but eliminating the need for nuclear
weapons, to reassert American technological preeminence, and, by chal-
lenging the Soviet Union in an arena in which it had no hope of being able
to compete, to create the strongest possible incentive for Soviet leaders to
reconsider the reasons for competition in the first place. To reinforce that
argument, he later proposed—in a gesture so unorthodox that virtually no
one apart from himself took it seriously—to share the technology of SDI
with the nation against whose weapons it was to be developed.56

Reagan had never ruled out the possibility of negotiations with Moscow,
as long as they could be geared toward ending, not perpetuating, the Colci
War. He had written to Brezhnev as early as April 1981—while recovering
from a nearly fatal assassination attempt—to express his hope for a “mean-
ingful and constructive dialogue which will assist us in fulfilling our joint
obligation to find lasting peace.”s” His May 1982 national strategy direc-
tive had predicted that although the next few years “will likely pose the
greatest challenge to our survival and well-being since World War 11, . . .
our response could result in a fundamentally different East-West relat’ion-
ship by the end of the decade.” He made it clear, in a quiet meeting with
Secretary of State Shultz in February 1983—before the “evil empire” and
SDI speeches—that he wanted to begin talking to the Russians despite
the reservations of his own staff 59 “Probably, people in the Soviet Union
regard me as a crazy warmonger,” he acknowledged shortly thereafter to
Ambassador Dobrynin. “But I don’t want a war between us, because I
know it would bring countless disasters. We should make a fresh start.”60
He proposed, as a test of the possibilities, that the Soviet government fa-
cilitate the emigration, with no publicity, of a group of Pentecostals who
had taken refuge in the American embassy in Moscow five years earlier
and had not been allowed to leave. The release did occur, with minimal
publicity, in July.6!

None of this, however, reassured the new—but already mortally ill—
Soviet leader, Yuri Andropov. He bitterly denounced SDI, claiming that
the Americans were “devising one option after another in their search for
best ways of unleashing nuclear war in the hope of winning it.”62 When the

*‘N SDD-75, ‘\:vhich Reagan approved in January 1983, set out as a major objective of Ameri-
can strategy “[tJo engage the Soviet Union in negotiations to attempt to reach agreements
WhlACh protect and enhance U.S. interests and which are consistent with the principle of strict
rempromtf)" anltli mutual interest. This is important when the Soviet Union is in the midst of a
rocess of political succession.” (N -75, i i .

§)983’ . L)P ession.” (NSDD-75, “U.S. Relations with the U.S.S.R., January 17,
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Soviet air force shot down a civilian South Korean airliner over Sz-:lkhalin
on September 1, having mistaken it for an American reconnaissance
plane, he insisted that the incident had been a “sophisticated provocation,
organized by the US special services.”s3 And after the West German Bt.m-
destag voted, in November, to go ahead with the deployment of Pershing
IT and cruise missiles, Andropov ordered his negotiators to break.off arms
control talks altogether, leaving Soviet-American relations at their lowest
oint in years.
P Theseypubh'c positions were not nearly as ominous, though, as the con-
viction that had taken hold within Andropov’s mind that the Reagan a.d-
ministration was planning a nuclear first-strike against the U..S.S.R. While
still KGB chief in 1981, Andropov had instructed Soviet intelligence agen-
cies to undertake a world-wide effort aimed at detecting evidence of 51.1ch
planning. When none was found, they fabricated it rather than question
the assumption that had led to the order in the first place.54 That F)peratlon
was still under way in November 1983, as the United States and its E\JATO
allies began a major military exercise known as “Able-{\rcher 83.” Such
maneuvers had taken place in the past, but these had a higher level of par-
ticipation by top officials and new communications procedures, all care-
fully monitored in Moscow. Primed by Andropov to assume the worst, So-
viet intelligence concluded that Able-Archer might .be a ruse to cloak
" preparations for an actual attack—in which case Soviet war plans c:glled
for launching a pre-emptive nuclear strike against the Umtefl States.
Fortunately, the Able-Archer crisis ended peacefully, bl-lt it 'badly shook
Reagan, who had the nuclear danger very much on his mind in the fall. of
1983. He had previewed The Day After, and shortly thereafter‘—havmg
postponed it several times—he received his first full Pentagon briefing on
American nuclear war plans: “[T]here were still some people at ‘t‘he Penta-
gon who claimed a nuclear war was ‘winnable,”” he later v.vrote. I thought
they were crazy. Worse, it appeared there were also Soviet g(.er.lerals wbo
thought in terms of winning a nuclear war.”6 After a British spy in
Moscow, Oleg Gordievsky, confirmed how close to war the Able-Archer
crisis had come, Reagan resolved to take a new approach. He chose, once
again, to make a speech, on January 16, 1984, this time not. for the purpose
of rattling the Kremlin leadership, but rather to reassure it. The most im-
portant passage was unmistakably his own:
Just suppose with me for a moment that an Ivan and an Anya could find

themselves, say, in a waiting room, or sharing a shelter from th'e rain or a
storm with a Jim and Sally, and that there was no language barrier to keep
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them from getting acquainted. Would they then deliberate the differences
between their respective governments? Or would they find themselves com-
paring notes about their children and what each other did for a living? Be-
fore they parted company they would probably have touched on ambitions
and hobbies and what they wanted for their ohildren and the problems of
making ends meet. And as they went their separate ways, maybe Anya
would say to Ivan, “wasn’t she nice, she also teaches music.” Maybe Jim
would be telling Sally what Ivan did or didn’t like about his boss. They might
even have decided that they were all going to get together for dinner some

evening soon. Above all, they would have proven that people don’t make
wars.57

Within three weeks of this speech Andropov was dead. His feeble succes-
sor, Chernenko, maintained a hard line initially, but Reagan interpreted
this as weakness: “maybe they are scared of us, and think we are a threat.”8

In an effort to alleviate these anxieties, the President made a point, in
September 1984, of inviting Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko to a
carefully prepared meeting at the White House. Three hours of argu-
ments with “this frosty old Stalinist” convinced Reagan that he had
achieved little: “If I scored any points, Gromyko didn’t admit it to me. He
was as hard as granite.”9 The President stuck to his strategy, though: his
national security adviser, Robert McFarlane, assured Dobrynin in Decem-
ber that Reagan “believed that he had fulfilled the basic task of his presi-
dency, which was to restore the potential of the American armed forces.”
Now it was time “to improve relations with the Soviet Union gradually and

-reach agreements on reducing nuclear arms.”” When it became apparent

that Weinberger and Casey were trying to get Shultz fired for seeking to
reopen talks with the Russians, Reagan came down firmly on the Secretary
of State’s side: “George is carrying out my policy,” he noted in his diary.
“I'm going to meet with Cap and Bill and lay it out to them. Won't be fun,
but it has to be done.”

Shultz’s policy—following Reagan’s lead—had one additional dimen-
sion, which was to wait for the Grim Reaper to complete his work in
Moscow. “Sooner or later,” he told the President in the summer of 1984,
“the Soviets would have to face the hurdle of 2 generational turnover when
the senior members of the Politburo retired or died and would be re-
placed by younger men who might have a significantly different outlook.”
These would be “post-World War II people. I suspect that ideology will be
less of a living force for them, that they will believe more in technology
and will look for policies that are genuinely effective. . . . It will pay divi-
dends to treat them with civility, whatever our differences might be and to
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recognize the importance of their country.””2 Reagan nee(‘ied no prompt-
ing to see the benefits of fresh leadership in the Kremlin. How am I sup-
posed to get anyplace with the Russians,” he asked his wife, Nancy, after
the news came of Chernenko’s death on March 10, 1985, “if they keep
dying on me?"7

v

But they did not. The circumstances that produced Mikhail Gorbache.v’s
appointment as General Secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet
Union on March 11 are, even now, not completely clear. What was appar-
ent at the time, though, was that an important turning point had beep
reached. Gorbachev himself recalls telling his wife, Raisa, on the eve of his
elevé,tion, that “We can’t go on living like this.” He later acknowlec.lged, as
if to echo Reagan and Shultz: “The very system was dying away; its slug-
gish senile blood no longer contained any vital juices.”” The Secretary 'of
State, who attended Chernenko’s funeral, saw the new leader’s potential
immediately: “Gorbachev,” he told the press, “is totally different fr01'n any
Soviet leader I've ever met.”™ Shultz’s assessment still holds despite all
that has happened since: Gorbachev was indeed the Kremlin leader for
whom Reagan—and strategists of containment as far back as Kennan—
had been waiting. ]

_ There were, in retrospect, three Soviet Unions during the era of dé-
tente. The one most visible from the outside was an ambitiously self-
confident superpower whose global influence seemed to be. gr.owin.g at a
time when that of the United States definitely was not. Since its invasion of
Czechoslovakia in 1968, the U.S.S.R. had claimed the right, in what came
to be known as the Brezhnev Doctrine, to intervene whenever “external
and internal forces hostile to socialism try to turn the developmenF of: a
given socialist country in the direction of the restoration of the ca}pltallst
system.””® From within, however, the Soviet Union was a very different
place. Socialism had burdened it with sclerotic Ieadership,. a bloated and
corrupt bureaucracy, an economy that diminished expectations, a danger-
ously unhealthy environment, and a political system that aPpeared to leave
little if any room for dissent, fresh thinking, or prescriptlons. fOI" 'change.
Except that it did: there was a third and, at the time, almost invisible So-
viet Union—but, for the history of containment, it turned out to be the
most significant one.
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It existed within the minds of a new generation of scientists, engineers,
technicians, administrators, diplomats, intelligence analysts, lawyers, and
teachers, all of whom had benefited from the heavy investment the Krem-
lin had made, during the 1950s and 1960, in mass higher education. The
purpose had been to strengthen the Soviet system in its competition with
capitalism: Khrushchev had promised, after all, to overtake the West, not
just in military capabilities but in the quality of everyday life, by 1980.77 It
is difficult to educate, however, without provoking curiosity. That quality,
in turn, produces questioning, which leads to criticism, which if unan-
swered invites dissatisfaction with the status quo. In the United States and
Western Europe, where the postwar era also saw a vast expansion of uni-
versity education, the result was an open assault by youthful rebels on “es-
tablishments” of all kinds. In the U.S.S.R. the challenge was, necessarily,
more discreet. It took place quietly within seminar rooms, walks in parks,
kitchen table conversations that extended far into the night-—and, most
importantly, in the thinking of an emerging Soviet elite who had come to
see, thanks to the education the system had provided them, that the sys-
tem itself could not, in its existing form, survive.”

Gorbachev was the first member of that generation to reach the top in
the Kremlin hierarchy. His presence there did not immediately improve
Soviet-American relations: “Gorbachev will be as tough as any of their
leaders,” Reagan predicted in April 1985. “If he wasn’t a confirmed ideo-
logue, he never would have been chosen by the Politburo.”” Soviet

. sources confirm, in turn, that Gorbachev was then, and remained for

months to come, suspicious of Reagan.80 But the new Kremlin leader—
unlike his recent predecessors—was not so locked into ideology that he al-
lowed it to close his eyes, ears, or mind. Exchanging messages with Brezh-
nev, Andropov, and Chernenko had been like conversing with robots, a
frustrating experience for a president like Reagan who prided himself on
his communications skills. Gorbachev, in contrast, was as unrobotic as it
was possible to imagine, and Reagan was quick to sense the opportunity
thereby provided. He had always intended for his strategy of confrontation
to prepare the way for one of persuasion:* now the moment had come.

* NSDD-75 had concluded that “the U.S. must demonstrate credibly that its policy is not a
blueprint for an open-ended, sterile confrontation with Moscow, but a serious search for a sta-
ble and constructive long-term basis for U.S.-Soviet relations.” (NSDD-75, January 17, 1983,
p-9)
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The points of which he hoped to convince the skeptical but attentive Gor-
i own to three:
bag;fs‘;ﬁ(;llrlzii}?e United States was sincere in seeking to lower the dar'zger
of nuclear war. Reagan had long believed that “if T could ever get in a
room alone with one of the top Soviet leaders, there was a chance tht.a tlt:“lo
of us could make some progress. . . . I have always placed isllot of fai ; 13
the simple power of human contact in solving problems. I't 59uc111 e
naive, but when this finally happened—when Reagan actually did sit c;awn
across from Gorbachev, with only their interpreters present, at' their 'rst
summit conference in Geneva on November 19, 1985—several interesting
things occurred. One was that the meeting ran well beyond thci1 ?me
scheduled for it. Another was that an unscheduled meeting followe later
in the day, at which the two leaders agreed .to hold future lsumm;tli gl
Washington and in Moscow. But the really blg”stmy, as.Shu.tz rec de; ,
was “that they had hit it off as human beings.”s2 Desplte. \lz'llgorous. Zi
agreements on responsibility for the Cold War, hum@ ngk tsi)lregfn :
conflicts, and especially SDI, Reagan found sc.)methmg likeal elilln ou
Gorbachev. There was warmth in his face and his stylt?, not the col esi
bordering on hatred I'd seen in most other senior fowet le.adefs I'd me
until then.”® Gorbachev caught the mood as well: “something 1mportan:
happened to each of us on thz:lt dlz)iy. E.)‘l.(.”s\;Ve both sensed that we mus
intain contact and try to avoid a break.
maglztzlllllecpoint during’these conversations, Reagan suggested to Gorci
bachev that if there were no nuclear missiles, thefl there .would be no n;e:u
for defenses against them.8 The President’s dgsue to rid the world 0t '
nuclear weapons—not just missiles—was nothlpg new: he hafd blfen t 1;
ing about this for years, to the puzzlement of his aides, few obw otrhn Roo
him literally. Gorbachev did, though. In January 1986, no df)u t wi 1ea;
gan’s Geneva comment in mind, he publicly proposed phasing 01’1t rglc ea
weapons and ballistic missiles by the year 2000. Most of Reagan’s a f\zlsers
dismissed this as a publicity stunt, and perhaps it was. But as one o Gt;):-
bachev’s top aides noted at the time, the Soviet leader was “taking 11cs1
‘risk’ because, as he understands, it’s no risk at all—because. nobody wou
attack us even if we disarmed completely.”3¢ That was a blig change from
the fears that had beset Andropov and Chermenko: Reagan’s reassuranct;sl
at last were working. The President himself liked the Gorbachev pro;f)os
and wanted to go further: “Why wait until the end of the century or a
world without nuclear weapons?” he asked Shultz. It was a good question,
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and it led the Secretary of State to conclude that, “utopian though his
dream might be, the shared view of Reagan and Gorbachev on the desir-
ability of eliminating nuclear weapons could move us toward the massive
reductions in medium-range and strategic ballistic missiles that Reagan
had proposed back in 1981 and 198,787
The months that followed saw a top-level Soviet-American consensus
begin to emerge in support of a proposition that, only a few years earlier,
would have seemed improbable if not ludicrous: that it might indeed be
possible to move, not just from the limitation to the reduction of strategic
arms, but toward their drastic reduction, perhaps even elimination. Tt was
Reagan who, by challenging the conventional wisdom of détente, the
SALT process, and the concept of MAD that lay behind it, brought the
United States around to this position. It was also he who persuaded Gor-
bachev—face-to-face in Geneva in front of a fireplace—that he meant
what he said. And when Gorbachev claimed to share that vision, it was
Reagan who reciprocated by assuming sincerity on the part of the Soviet
leader, despite evidence to the contrary. Chance then intervened to rein-
force this meeting of minds: the Chernobyl nuclear disaster of April 26,
1986, which contaminated large portions of Ukraine and Byelorussia, could
hardly have been more effective in dramatizing a common nuclear danger.
Reagan, by this time, did not need to be convinced. Gorbachev, however,
was severely shaken by what had happened: what may have been oppor-
tunistic anti-nuclearism on his part now became much more serious,8
The next superpower summit, held at Reykjavik, Iceland, in October
1986, was the most astonishing one of the postwar era.8? It had been
hastily arranged to resolve a stalemate in negotiations on intermediate
range missiles in Europe. To the surprise of Reagan and his advisers,
though, Gorbachev arrived with far more sweeping proposals. Not only
would he now accept Reagan’s long-standing proposal to phase out such
missiles altogether, he would also agree to a 50 percent cut in Soviet and
American strategic weapons across the board, without insisting that
British and French weapons be included in the count. This went well be-
yond any possibility of a publicity stunt, and the Americans responded
quickly by offering to phase out all ballistic missiles within a decade in
return for the right to deploy defenses against cruise missiles and
bombers. Gorbachev countered by advancing his proposal for the aboli-
tion of all nuclear weapons to the year 1996. Reagan immediately
Jjumped at this, and for a moment it appeared as though the leaders of
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the United States and the Soviet Union had agreed on a position that
went beyond everyone’s wildest dreams.*

1t did not happen, though, because Gorbachev made his offer contin-
gent upon banning the further development of SDI. Reagan, who saw
SDI as necessary to ensure a safe transition to a non-nuclear world, re-
fused to relinquish it. The summit broke up with angry words and an-
guished faces—but Gorbachev, collecting his wits prior to the inevitable
press conference, resolved to “cool off and think it all over thoroughly. . ..
[TIhe merciless, often cynical and cheeky journalists. . . standing in front
of me seemed to represent mankind waiting for its fate to be decided. At
this moment I realized the true meaning of Reykjavik and knew what fur-
ther course we had to follow.” The summit, he announced, “[iln spite of all
its drama . . . is not a failure—it is a breakthrough, which allowed us for
the first time to look over the horizon.”® It was at Reykjavik, Dobrynin re-
called, that “Gorbachev put away passion and decided that he could and
would work with Reagan,” that he was “a person capable of taking great
decisions.”! Reagan, who later admitted that “I was mad and showed it,”
also had second thoughts: “Despite a perception by some that the Reyk-
javik summit was a failure, 1 think history will show it was a major turning
point in the quest for a safer and secure world.”%

An agreement to phase out all nuclear weapons, had one been reached
at Reykjavik, probably would not have held up. No one had thought
through the implications for NATO strategy, which still relied upon nu-
clear “rst-use” to counter Soviet conventional force superiority in Eu-
rope: “I felt as if there had been an earthquake beneath my feet,” British
Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher remembered 98 Nor was it clear how
such an agreement would affect the nuclear capabilities of France, China,
India, or Israel, none of whose leaders were any more likely than Thatcher
to accept, even as an aspiration, the idea of nuclear abolition. Still, the fact
that the leaders of the United States and the Soviet Union had briefly done
so was important. It paved the way for the Intermediate Nuclear Forces

*The Amenrican record of the Reykjavik conference quotes Reagan as follows: “The President
[said that] ten years from now he would be a very old man. He and Gorbachev would come to
Iceland, and each of them would bring the last nuclear missile from each country with them.
Then they would give a tremendous party for the whole world. . . . The President . . . would be
very old by then and Gorbachev would not recognize him. The President would say, ‘Hello,
Mikhail” And Gorbachev would say, “Rom, is it you?” And then they would destroy the last mis-
sile.” (Tom Simons notes, Reagan—Corbachev meeting, October 12, 1986, Executive Secre-
tariat, NSC: Records, File 869075, Ronald Reagan Library. Tam indebted to Matthew Ferraro
for this document.)

REAGAN, GORBACHEV, AND CONTAINMENT 367

Treaty, signed at the third Reagan-Gorbachev summit in Washington in
December 1987, which did bring about the dismantling and destruction of
an entire category of weapons, under the watchful eyes of witnesses from
both sides. It created the basis for deep cuts in ICBMs, SLBMs, and
bombers that would, by the end of the century, significantly reduce the
number of nuclear weapons Russians and Americans had targeted at one
another.* And it led Gorbachev, on his return to Moscow, to report to the
Politburo in words that acknowledged Reagan’s persuasiveness:

In Washington, probably for the first time we clearly realized how much the
human factor means in international politics. Before . . . we treated such
personal contacts as simply meetings between representatives of opposed
and irreconcilable systems. Reagan for us was merely the spokesman of the
most conservative part of American capitalism and its military-industrial
complex. But it turns out that politicians, including leaders of government if
they are really responsible people, represent purely human concerns, inter-
ests, and the hopes of ordinary people—people who vote for them in elec-
tions and who associate their leaders’ names and personal abilities with the
country’s image and patriotism. . .. In our age, it turns out, this has the
biggest impact on political decisions. . . . And it was in Washington that we
saw it so clearly for the first time.

Gorbachev made a similar point when, on this visit, he met Kennan: “We
in our country believe that a man may be the friend of another country
and remain, at the same time, a loyal and devoted citizen of his own,” the
Soviet leader told the original strategist of containment. “[T]hat is the way
we view you.”%

The second point of which Reagan hoped to persuade Gorbachev was
that a command economy, when coupled with authoritarian politics, was a
prescription for obsolescence in the modern world. Reagan had argued this
often in the past, most colorfully in May 1981, when he predicted that
“It]he West won’t contain communism, it will transcend communism. It
won’t bother to . . . denounce it, it will dismiss it as some bizarre chapter
in human history whose last pages are even now being written.”% But he
left it to Shultz—who had taught economics at Stanford—to put the case
to the new Kremlin leader. The Secretary of State was eager to do so, con-
vinced that the generational shift in Moscow had opened the way for fresh

*Irf 1985, the Soviet Union was estimated to have over 40,000 nuclear weapons, and the
United States approximately 24,000. By 2002, these numbers were down to approximately
11,000 each for Russia and the United States. (National Resources Defense Council, “US-

U.S.S.R/Russian Nuclear Stockpile, 1945-2002,” at http:/www.nrde.org/nuclear/nudb/dafi
11.asp.) ¢
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thinking. What Gorbachev needed, he thought, was a tutorial on trends
that “were already transforming the worlds of finance, manufacturing, Bol—
itics, scientific research, diplomacy, indeed, everything.” The conclusion
would be that “[t]he Soviet Union would fall hopelessly and permanently
behind the rest of the world in this new era unless it changed its economic
and political system.”®? .

Shultz began the seminar in Moscow in November 1985, just })efore
the first Geneva summit. “Society is beginning to reorganize itself in pro-
found ways,” he told Gorbachev. “Closed and compartmented societies
cannot take advantage of the information age. People must be free to ex-
press themselves, move around, emigrate and travel if they want to, chal-
lenge accepted ways without fear. . . . The Soviet economy will have to be
radically changed to adapt to the new era.” Gorbachev responfled surpris-
ingly well to this, joking that Shultz should take over t}’l,e Sov1e’t planning
ministry “because you have more ideas than they have.” Shultz’s observ?-
tions on economics had attracted his interest, Gorbachev told Dobrynin
afterward. “On that subject, he would willingly talk with Shultz in the
future.”8 .

What Shultz was arguing, in effect, was that Soviet power was becoml.ng
monodimensional in an increasingly multidimensional world. “The Soviet
Union is a superpower only because it is a nuclear and ballistic missile su-
perpower,” he told his own advisers early in 1986.9° It made sense, then, to
reduce Soviet and American capabilities in that particular area—as both
Reagan and Gorbachev seemed to want to do—because the United States
and its allies were so far ahead of the Soviet Union in all other areas. It was
also important, though, to be certain that Gorbachev understood the fail-

ures of the Soviet system in these other areas, together with the n(?ed to
correct them. The only way he would be able to do that, Shultz behfeved,
would be to “change the Soviet system. So we need to keep trying to influ-
ence Gorbachev in that direction.”200

Shultz's seminar resumed on his next trip to Moscow, in April 1987.
This time he had pie charts ready estimating the global distribution of
gross domestic product and international trade through the year 2009,
projections not at all to the advantage of the U.S.S.R. “Vthit drives this
growth?” he asked, professorially. “Science and technology, C.;orbac.hev
responded. “Yes,” Shultz acknowledged, “but hitched to an incentive-
based, market-oriented economic system. . .. There was a time when a
government could control its scientific establishment and be basically suc-
cessful. No longer.” Shultz went on to point out that Marxism had always
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stressed the distinction between capital and labor. “But that dichotomy is
becoming obsolete because we have entered a world in which the truly
important capital is human capital, what people know, how freely they ex-
change information and knowledge, and the intellectually creative product
that emerges.” “We should have more of this kind of talk,” Gorbachev
acknowledged.101

It would be too much to claim that Shultz’s tutorials planted the idea of
perestroika in Gorbachev’s mind: the Soviet economy faced such severe
problems by the mid-1980’ that there was no real alternative to funda-
mental restructuring. What Shultz did do was to explain why this was the
case, and to point the way toward possible solutions. The Soviet leader
himself was soon acknowledging the need “to get rid of the force of habit
in our thinking” while recognizing “a world of fundamental social shifts, of
an all-embracing scientific and technological revolution, . . . of radical
changes in information technology.”12 He admitted to Shultz, in April
1988, that he had thought a lot about “the charts you brought on what the
world would look like in a few years,” and had “consulted experts.” If the
trends projected in them continued, “our two countries have a lot of rea-
son to cooperate.”103 A month later Reagan himself, with Gorbachev’s ap-
proval, was standing beneath a huge bust of Lenin at Moscow State Uni-
versity, lecturing students on “a very different revolution that is taking
place right now, quietly sweeping the globe without bloodshed or con-
flict. . . . It's been called the technological or information revolution, and
as its emblem, one might take the tiny silicon chip, no bigger than a
fingerprint.”104

So just as Reagan had established common ground with Gorbachev on
the dangers posed by nuclear weapons, Shultz managed something similar
with respect to economic and technological issues. The idea, in both in-
stances, was to bring the new Soviet leader around to the American way of
thinking—and by doing so, to change the nature of the regime he led.

The Reagan administration’s third objective was to persuade Gorbachey
that the Soviet Union had itself become, over the years, what it had origi-
nally sought to overthrow—an oppressive empire. The principal instru-
ment of persuasion here was the Reagan Doctrine: a plan to turn the
forces of nationalism against the gains the Soviet Union had made in re-
cent years in the “third world,” and eventually against its sphere of influ-
ence in Eastern Europe itself. The idea echoed Kennan’s predictions,
from as early as 1947, that Stalin’s determination to control communist
parties beyond the boundaries of the U.$.S.R. might come across, in those
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regions, as a Dew form of imperialism which woulc.l, in tim(?, generate(io;lal
resistance. 195 Yugoslavia’s defection from the Soviet bloc in 19f18 and the
rise of Sino-Soviet antagonism during the 1950’ had proven him right; in
the early 1970 Nixon and Kissinger capitalized on that latter de.velo.p—
ment by playing the world’s most populous com@unlst ste'Lte‘ of.‘f against its
most powerful communist state. They had remained p6331m1§hc, l}owEvejr,
about the possibility that nationalism might trump Marxism in atin
America, Africa, and Southeast Asia. They were slow to detect evidence,
in the emergence of “Eurocommunism,” that this had already begun to
happen within the communist parties of Western 'Eur‘ope. And thEt:ey saw
few if any signs that resistance to Soviet authority in Eastern 1uro.}zle;
might develop anytime soon: Kissinger himself went along ?gluctant y z}vll
the Helsinki Conference, and on balance preferred to stabll'lz.e rathe{) 1 an
to try to upset the status quo in that part of tbe world. Political pro fe$s
and economic stagnation would eventually bring about the c(:)llalpsedob te
Soviet empire, he believed, but the way to hasten that proc?osﬁs would be to
delay a confrontation with the West, not to enco.urag.e one. L
By the end of the Carter administration the situation had changed. The
expanding Soviet presence in southern and easte.rn A.fn(.:a, the emerg(eince
of a Marxist regime in Nicaragua, the rise of Solidarity in Pol'au%(%, an .e}sl;
pecially the invasion of Afghanistan suggested that .the possﬂ.)lhty mig|
now exist to turn the tables on the Russians and begin portraying them as
the new imperialists. Carter had created the basis for such an effor‘F bzlfim}
thorizing overt and covert aid to anti-Soviet resistance movement.s in d(;
these regions; but since he had never given up th.e hoge of reviving d—
tente, he was wary of publicizing what he was doing.1® The- Reagan ad-
ministration, which had fewer such inhibitions, em@ded this assmta}rllce,
and by early 1983 the shape of a strategy was beginning to emerge. 'l(“l erle
were, NSDD-75 pointed out, “a number of important weaknesses an' v1l1) -
nerabilities within the Soviet empire which the US shoul‘d exploit,” by
seeking “wherever possible to encourage Soviet allies to distance 'the‘m-
selves from Moscow in foreign policy and to move toward democratization
stically.”108
dorfril:agan’syuse of the term “evil empire,” in March 1983, was theu ﬁrtS}E
public hint of this strategy: he had chosen the phrase, he admitted, w}l]
malice aforethought; I wanted to remind the Soviets ‘[that] we kne.w what
they were up t0.”1%® In October of that year he a.ut.honzc.ed an Amelgcan océ
cupation of Grenada, a small Caribbean republic in Wthlll the Cubans 9.11110
the Russians had been seeking to establish a sympathetic government.
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By January 1985, Reagan was openly promising support to those “who are
risking their lives—on every continent, from Afghanistan to Nicaragua—
to defy Soviet-supported aggression and secure rights which have been
ours from birth.”111 A month later Shultz elaborated publicly on what the
Reagan Doctrine meant. “For many years,” he noted, “we saw our adver-
saries act without restraint to back insurgencies around the world to
spread communist dictatorships.” In line with the “infamous™ Brezhnev
Doctrine, “any victory of communism was held to be irreversible.” But in
recent years, “Soviet activities and pretensions have run head-on into the
democratic revolution. People are insisting on their right to indepen-
dence, on their right to choose their government {ree of outside control.”
The United States had not created this phenomenon of “popular insur-
gencies against communist control.” What was happening in Poland,
Afghanistan, Cambodia, Nicaragua, Ethiopia, Angola, and even inside the
Soviet Union itself was no different from what was taking place in South
Africa, South Korea, the Philippines, and Chile: the citizens of those coun-
tries were simply seeking to determine their own futures. “The nature and
extent of our support—whether moral support or something more—nec-
essarily varies from case to case. But there should be no doubt about
where our sympathies lie.”112
The Reagan Doctrine was firmly in place, therefore, before Gorbachev
took power. Once he had done so, Reagan and Shultz set out to convince
him of its logic: that just as the tides of history were running against com-
mand economies, so they were also running against latter-day empires.
The issue was an entirely pragmatic one, the President wrote to Gor-
bachev in February 1986: the war in Afghanistan “is unlikely to bring any
benefit to the Soviet Union, so why is it continued?” Resistance there did
not flow from the actions of the United States. “Even if we wished we do
not have the power to induce thousands of people to take up arms against
a well trained foreign army equipped with the most modern weapons.” At
the same time, though, “who can tell the people of another country they
should not fight for their motherland, for their independence and for their
national dignity?”113
Gorbachev, on Afghanistan, needed little convincing. He admitted to
Reagan, at Geneva, that he had known nothing about the 1979 invasion
until it had been announced on the radio. The President viewed this as
confirmation that “it was a war he had no responsibility—and little enthu-
siasm—for.”134 The United States continued nevertheless to supply mili-
tary assistance to the Afghan mujahadeen, including Stinger anti-aircraft
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missiles, which proved lethally effective against Soviet air operations. By
September 1987, Gorbachev’s new foreign minister, Eduard Shevard-
nadze, was assuring Shultz privately that the U.S.S.R. would soon leave
Afghanistan, and that it would welcome American assistance in facilitating
that process.!!5 Shultz concluded from this that “the Brezhnev Doctrine
was dead; the Reagan Doctrine was driving spikes into that coffin.. The So-
viets wanted to get out of Afghanistan, and I felt they were fading in other
regional hot spots. I was hearing more and more about the possibility of
change in at least some of the Warsaw Pact countries. I felt that a pro-
found, historic shift was under way.”116

And so it was—except that the shift had begun long before Shultz or -

anyone else in the Reagan administration had suspected. Recent research
in Soviet archives suggests that the Brezhnev Doctrine from the beginning
had been little more than a bluff. Brezhnev and his advisers had quietly
concluded, after the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, that the U.S.S.R.
could never again use force to reassert its authority against an Eastern Eu-
ropean satellite that was seeking either to reform or reject socialism.
Moscow did succeed in convincing General Wojciech Jaruzelski to declare
martial law in Poland in December 1981, thereby—for the moment at
least—suppressing Solidarity. Had he refused to do so, however, the So-
viet Union would almost certainly not have intervened, and its sphere of
influence in Eastern Europe might have begun to unravel almost a decade
earlier than it actually did.!’” Gorbachev himself attempted to signal an
end to the Brezhnev Doctrine at his first meeting with Warsaw Pact lead-
ers in September 1985, only to meet with incredulity: “I had the feeling
that they were not taking [what I said] altogether seriously. . . . they prob-
ably thought that they would just wait and see.”1’8 When Reagan-publicly
challenged Moscow’s control over East Germany, in a dramatic speech in
West Berlin in June 1987—“Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this walll”"—the
Kremlin’s response was surprisingly restrained. Reagan, for his part,
“never dreamed that in less than three years the wall would come down
and a six-thousand-pound section of it would be sent to me for my presi-
dential library.”119

The final acknowledgment that the Brezhnev Doctrine was dead—and
that the Reagan Doctrine had driven spikes into its coffin—came shortly
after Reagan left office, when the year 1989 saw one Eastern European
country after another throw out their Soviet-installed governments with
no apparent objections, and certainly no resistance, from Moscow. It was a
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sign of how far things had come when Gorbachev's press spokesman, Gen-
nadi Gerasimov, announced—with a degree of whimsy unprecedented for
a Soviet official—that the Brezhnev Doctrine had been replaced with the
Sinatra Doctrine: the Eastern Europeans were now “doing it their way.”120
Throughout these months of toppling dominoes, Gorbachev recalls, “not
once did we contemplate the possibility of going back on the fundamental
principles of the new political thinking—freedom of choice and non-
interference in other countries’ domestic affairs.”12! The irony is that
Brezhnev himself, had he still been in power, would have had little choice
but to do the same.

\%

George F. Kennan had warned, as the Cold War was beginning, against
the illusion that American leaders might influence their Soviet counter-
parts “by reasoning with them, by arguing with them, by going to them
and saying: “Look here, this is the way things are.”” They were not about to
turn around and say: “‘By George, I never thought of that before. We will
go right back and change our policies.”. . . They aren't that kind of peo-
ple.”122 That was true enough of Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, Andropov,
and Chernenko: certainly Reagan’s own efforts to get through to these last
three Soviet leaders, upon whom death in rapid succession imposed its

_own term limits, brought minimal results. Gorbachev, however, was differ-

ent. Neither the Soviet Union nor the Russian empire that preceded it had
ever before produced a leader who combined openness to the outside
world with an unwillingness to employ brutality.* He was prepared, there-
fore, to listen to an American administration that said: “Look here, this is
the way things are.” And he did change Soviet policies, more fundamen-
tally than he or anyone else could possibly have expected.

One of the best explanations for why Gorbachev chose this path has
come from Reagan himself. “When I met him for the first time in the fall
of [1985],” the former President wrote in his memoirs, “he made it plain
that he believed wholeheartedly in the Communist system of government.
Iinferred from his remarks that he thought Communism had been man-
aged poorly and it was his intention to change its management.” At some

*A fact that distinguished him from such earlier “reformist” rulers as Peter the Great, Cather-
ine II, Alexander I, Alexander II, and Nikita Khrushchev.
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point, however, “he ultimately decided to abandon many of the funda-
mental tenets of Communism along with the empire that Joe Stalin had
seized in Eastern Europe after World War II.”

One reason, Reagan speculated, may have been that “the metamorpho-
sis started when he was still a young man, working his way up the ineffi-
cient and corrupt Communist bureaucracy and witnessing the brutality of
the Stalin regime.” But it could also have resulted from “discovering that
the three percent of Soviet agricultural land cultivated by private profit-
making farmers produced forty percent of the meat in his country.” Or
possibly “the robust recovery of the American and Western European
economies following the recession of the early eighties—while the Com-
munist economies went nowhere—convinced him that central planning
and bureaucratic control . . . sapped the people’s incentive to produce and
excel.” Whatever the case, Gorbachev must have realized that the Soviet
Union

could no longer support or control Stalin’s totalitarian empire; the survival of
the Soviet Union was more important to him. He must have looked at the
economic disaster his country was facing and concluded that it couldn’t con-
tinue spending so much of its wealth on weapons and an arms race that—as
I told him at Geneva—we would never let his country win. I'm convinced
that the tragedy at Chernobyl . . . also affected him and made him try harder
to resolve Soviet differences with the West. And I think in our meetings I
might have helped him understand why we considered the Soviet Union
and its policy of expansionism a threat to us. I might have helped him see
that the Soviet Union had less to fear from the West than he thought, and
that the Soviet empire in Eastern Europe wasn’t needed for the security of
the Soviet Union.

In the end, Reagan concluded, “Gorbachev had the intelligence to admit
Communisim was not working, the courage to battle for change, and, ulti-
mately, the wisdom to introduce the beginnings of democracy, individual
freedom, and free enterprise.”23

There is less triumphalism in this account than in those put forward by
many of Reagan’s advisers and acolytes.12¢ Indeed there is little in it to
which Gorbachev himself could take exception. It places the Soviet leader
in the center of the picture, thereby reflecting the conviction of Kennan
and the other early architects of containment that the Soviet system would
change only when it produced a leader who was willing to make it happen.
It emphasizes the structural deficiencies within that system that had
brought it to the point of crisis. It stresses the contrast that had developed,
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as a result, between the respective accomplishments of capitalism and
communism. It acknowledges the role of accident. In the end, Reagan
claimed credit only for having explained a few things: that the U.S.S.R.
could not hope to win an arms race with the United States, that Soviet ex-
pansionism—past and present—had created more vulnerabilities than
strengths, and that common interests could outweigh long-standing differ-
ences. Gorbachev has provided no comparably succinct account of his po-
litical and ideological trajectory in his own voluminously unreflective
memoir. But he has made a point of insisting that “the 40th President of
the United States will go down in history for his rare perception.”125

It seems reasonable, then, to follow Reagan’s lead, and seek no single
explanation for what happened in the Soviet Union under Gorbachev: in-
ternal developments were surely more important than external pressures
and inducements, although in just what proportion may not be clear for
decades. What one can say now is that Reagan saw Soviet weaknesses
sooner than most of his contemporaries did; that he understood the extent
to which détente was perpetuating the Cold War rather than hastening its
end; that his hard line strained the Soviet system at the moment of its max-
imum weakness; that his shift toward conciliation preceded Gorbachev;
that he combined reassurance, persuasion, and pressure in dealing with
the new Soviet leader; and that he maintained the support of the Ameri-
can people and of American allies. Quite apart from whatever results this
strategy produced, it was an impressive accomplishment simply to have

-devised and sustained it: Reagan’s role here was critical.

What one can also say is that Reagan—and Shultz—had a clearer vision
than Gorbachev, in 1985, of the changes the Soviet Union would have to
make in order to survive. Gorbachev knew only that his country could not
continue along the path that it had followed under his predecessors. The
next six-and-a-half years would see his initial efforts to redeem Marxism-
Leninism while remaining a superpower dissolve into an increasingly des-
perate series of improvisations that ultimately led to the complete collapse
of Soviet authority, at first abroad, and then at home. 126 Reagan, to be sure,
shed no tears over the demise of the U.S.S.R. But it was Gorbachev’s ac-
tions, not his, that brought about that outcome. So who had a strategy and
who did not? That question, at least, is easy to answer.

The more difficult question is where the Reagan strategy fits within the
traditions of symmetrical and asymmetrical containment. For in his as-
sumption of unlimited resources—his belief that “we could outspend
them forever"12’—he was squarely within the symmetrical containment

&
1
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camp. In contrast to the authors of NSC-68 and the strategists of the
Kennedy and Johnson administrations, however, Reagan made this calcu-
lation on the basis of what the Soviet economy, not his own, could with-
stand. He thereby exploited the multidimensional nature of American
power at a time when Soviet power was becoming increasingly monodi-
mensional. This allowed retaining the initiative while shifting the competi-
tion onto terrain that favored the United States, an approach consistent
with the legacy of asymmetrical containment.1?8 Reagan thereby avoided
the costs, risks, and frustrations of competing on terms set by the other
side—the symmetrical response dilemma that had undermined domestic
support for the wars in Korea and Vietnam. But he also yielded no gains to
the U.S.S.R., whether by acknowledging its spheres of influence or by
overlooking the mistreatment of those who lived under its rule: in this way,
he insulated his administration from the fears of falling dominoes and the
moral qualms that had beset practitioners of asymmetrical containment.
To a greater degree than any of his Cold War predecessors, therefore,
Reagan drew on the strengths of both symmetry and asymmetry, while
avoiding their weaknesses. He did so, not because he knew these terms,
but because he understood the paradox they were meant to illustrate: that
competing at times and in places chosen by adversaries minimizes risks
but drives up costs, while competing at times and in places of one’s own
choosing minimizes costs but drives up risks. And so, without ever putting
it in quite this way, Reagan devised a remedy: a strategy of high risks and
costs that sought, by changing rather than containing an adversary, to
make possible a world of much lower risks and costs.12 In doing so, he re-
solved a contradiction that had bedeviled strategists of containment from
the earliest days of the Cold War.
“Reagan’s was an astonishing performance,” Henry Kissinger has writ-
“ten, “and, to academic observers, nearly incomprehensible. . . . When all
was said and done, a president with the shallowest academic background
was to develop a foreign policy of extraordinary consistency and rele-
vance.”13 Reagan did this by drawing upon a few simple habits: a focus on
outcomes rather than on details; a willingness to choose among priorities
rather than to be pulled apart by them; an understanding that priorities
can shift as policies achieve their purposes; a refusal to be intimidated by
orthodoxies; a realization that power resides as much in ideas as in mate-
rial capabilities; an ability to combine conviction with the capacity to ex-
press it; a belief that no strategy can sustain itself if it fails to advance the
principles upon which the society it seeks to defend is based. Reagan’s
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foibles—of which there were many—were also, in a way, a source of
strength, because they encouraged others so easily to underestimate him.
And he always counter-balanced these quirks with healthy reserves of
good humor and common sense.* It was these qualities, together with the
reforms Gorbachev brought about within the Soviet Union, that allowed
both leaders to achieve the result Kennan had hoped for from the strategy
of containment when, four decades earlier, he first proposed it.131

. Kennan had been no admirer of Reagan during his presidency. But

- when I asked him in 1996 who or what had ended the Cold War, his an-

swer reflected significant reassessment. “I think the historical forces were
a greater factor in overcoming the Cold War than were the actions of any
individuals,” he replied. “But if you have to find two individuals who con-
tributed greatly to this, I would put first of all Gorbachev . . . but also
Ronald Reagan, who in his own inimitable way, probably not even being
quite aware of what he was really doing, did what few other people would
have been able to do in breaking this log jam.”132 Of course, it is also pos-
sible that Reagan really did know, all along, what he was doing.

VI

By the time Reagan left office in January 1989, the strategy of contain-
ment had largely achieved its purposes: a Soviet leader had indeed ac-
knowledged the failures of Marxism-Leninism and the futility of Russian

‘imperialism. The incoming administration of George H. W. Bush found it

difficult to believe what had happened. “I was suspicious of Gorbachev’s

- motives and skeptical of his prospects,” Bush’s new national security ad-

viser Brent Scowcroft remembered. “He was trying to kill us with kind-
ness. . . . My fear was that Gorbachev could talk us into disarming . . . and
that, in a decade or so, we could face a more serious threat than ever be-
fore,”133 Bush himself, who had known Gorbachev since their first meeting
at Chernenko’s funeral in 1985, was less distrustful; nevertheless, “I cer-
tainly did not want to make a foolish or short-sighted move.”134 The result

" *Most of the time. Reagan’s most glaring departure from common sense came with the Iran-

Contra affair, a complicated scheme he had authorized to secure the release of American
hostages in the Middle East by selling arms to the Iranians, then using the profits to support
the anti-Sandinista resistance in Nicaragua. The resulting investigations preoccupied the ad-

 ministration for months in the aftermath of the 1986 Reykjavik summit, and may well have

contributed to its failure to follow up the progress that was made there toward phasing out re-
liance on nuclear weapons. (Peter Kombluh and Malcolm Byrne, eds., The Iran-Contra Scan-
dal: The Declassified History [New York: 1993], provides the basic documentation.)
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was an extended review of Soviet-American relations that took months to
determine what had been obvious to Reagan and Shultz: that the Soviet
Union under Gorbachev was a very different country from what it had
been throughout most of the Cold War.

Gorbachev, for his part, appeared to have anticipated Scowcroft by
seeking to remove all sources of conflict with Washington. It was as if he
had taken literally the strategy the Kremlin’s long-time American expert,
Georgii Arbatov, had been jokingly recommending, which was to “con-
tain” the United States by depriving it of an enemy.135 Gorbachev had an-
nounced, at the United Nations, in December 1988, a unilateral with-
drawal of 500,000 Soviet troops from eastern and central Europe. He did
nothing to halt the collapse of Moscow’s authority in Poland and Hungary
during the summer of 1989. He told the East Germans, at their fortieth
anniversary celebrations in October, that they would have to reform them-
selves: when they did not and the Berlin Wall came down the following
month, he let it be known that he approved of what had happened. He
made no effort to preserve the remaining Soviet satellite governments in
Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria, and Romania, all of which were gone by the end
of the year. And at Gorbachev’s first summit with President Bush, held at
Malta in December, he made a point of acknowledging the legitimacy of
an American role in Europe, while failing to specify what the Soviet role
there should be.136

By then it was becoming clear, though, that if Gorbachev had any strat-
egy of containment, it was not one aimed at the United States. Rather, its
purpose was to contain the consequences, for his own country, of a set of
events that no one in either Moscow or Washington could now control.
For once Gorbachev let it be known that the Soviet Union would not
forcibly resist demands for self-determination, there was no stopping
them. He had no choice but to accept the dismantling, almost overnight,
of the sphere of influence Stalin had constructed so long ago in Eastern
Europe. He had no means of resisting pressures—from within Germany
and from the Bush administration—for the reunification of that country.
He had no way to prevent the newly unified German state from being in-
corporated into NATO: a geopolitical outcome, conventional wisdom had
always insisted, that the Soviet Union would never accept. And, of course,
in the end he also lacked the means to deny self-determination to the non-
Russian republics of the U.S.S.R., or for that matter to the Russian repub-
lic as well, now headed by his freely elected rival, Boris Yeltsin.
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Not the least of the ironies associated with Gorbacheyv is the fact that,
despite having made self-determination possible throughout the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe, he never subjected himself to a democratic
election.137 As a result, his domestic base of support diminished even as his
international reputation grew: that left him vulnerable to the coup that al-
most removed him from power in August 1991, and to the irrelevance that
finally did end his rule on Christmas Day of that year, when the Soviet
Union itself at last ceased to exist.

“During these last few months,” President Bush told the nation that
evening, “you and I have witnessed one of the greatest dramas of the 20th
century, the historic and revolutionary transformation of a totalitarian dic-
tatorship, the Soviet Union, and the liberation of its peoples.” The United
States for over four decades had led the struggle “against communism and
the threat it posed to our most precious values. . . . That confrontation is
now over.” It was a hastily composed speech that seemed almost to shrink
from the significance of what it was saying: Bush lacked Reagan’s skill in
connecting language with history. The history itself, though, was right. The
United States had indeed avoided the alternatives of war and appease-
ment that seemed to be the only ones open to the West when Kennan
composed his “long telegram”—also hastily—forty-five years earlier. “Our
enemies,” Bush concluded succinctly, “have become our partners.”138
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