Ronald Reagan's Presidency Did Not Cause the Collapse of the Soviet Union

Daniel Deudney and G. John Ikenberry

In the following viewpoint, authors Daniel Deudney and G. John Ikenberry challenge the popular notion that former U.S. president Ronald Reagan's assertive policies caused the collapse of the Soviet Union and ended the cold war. The authors argue that cold war breakthroughs resulted from Reagan's anti​nuclearism, not his military buildup, and from the recognition by both Reagan and former Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev of their nations' mutual vulnerability to the nuclear threat. Daniel Deudney is assistant professor of political science at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. G. John Ikenberry is assistant professor of politics and international affairs at Prince​ton University in New Jersey.

In assessing the rest of the world's impact on Soviet change, a remarkably simplistic and self-serving conventional wisdom has emerged in the United States. This new conventional wisdom, the "Reagan victory school," holds that President Ronald Rea​gan's military and ideological assertiveness during the 1980s played the lead role in the collapse of Soviet communism and the "taming" of its foreign policy. In that view the Reagan ad​ministration's ideological counteroffensive and military buildup delivered the knockout punch to a system that was internally bankrupt and on the ropes. The Reagan Right's perspective is an ideologically pointed version of the more broadly held conven​tional wisdom on the end of the Cold War that emphasizes the success of the "peace-through-strength" strategy manifest in four decades of Western containment. After decades of waging a costly "twilight struggle," the West now celebrates the triumph of its military and ideological resolve.

The Reagan victory school and the broader peace-through​strength perspectives are, however, misleading and incom​plete-both in their interpretation of events in the 1980s and in their understanding of deeper forces that led to the end of the Cold War. It is important to reconsider the emerging conven​tional wisdom before it truly becomes an article of faith on Cold War history and comes to distort the thinking of policymakers in America and elsewhere.. . .

Reagan's Anti-Nuclearism

Perhaps the greatest anomaly of the Reagan victory school is the "Great Communicator" himself. The Reagan Right ignores that his anti-nuclearism was as strong as his anticommunism.. . .

There is abundant evidence that Reagan felt a deep antipathy for nuclear weapons and viewed their abolition to be a realistic and desirable goal. Reagan's call in his famous March 1983 "Star Wars" speech for a program to make nuclear weapons im​potent and obsolete was viewed as cynical by many, but actu​ally it expressed Reagan's heartfelt views, views that he came to act upon. As Washington Post reporter Lou Cannon's 1991 biog​raphy points out, Reagan was deeply disturbed by nuclear de​terrence and attracted to abolitionist solutions. "I know I speak for people everywhere when I say our dream is to see the day when nuclear weapons will be banished from the face of the earth," Reagan said in November 1983. Whereas the Right saw anti-nuclearism as a threat to American military spending and the legitimacy of an important foreign policy tool, or as propa​ganda for domestic consumption, Reagan sincerely believed it. Reagan's anti-nuclearism was not just a personal sentiment. It surfaced at decisive junctures to affect Soviet perceptions of American policy. Sovietologist and strategic analyst Michael

MccGwire has argued persuasively that Reagan's anti-nuclearism decisively influenced Soviet-U.S. relations during the early Gorbachev years.

A Vision of Vulnerability

Contrary to the conventional wisdom, the defense buildup did not produce Soviet capitulation. The initial Soviet response to the Reagan administration's buildup and belligerent rhetoric was to accelerate production of offensive weapons, both strate​gic and conventional. That impasse was broken not by Soviet ca​pitulation but by an extraordinary convergence by Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev on a vision of mutual nuclear vulnerability and disarmament. Ort the Soviet side, the dominance of the hardline response to the newly assertive America was thrown into question in early 1985 when Gorbachev became general secretary of the Communist party after the death of Konstantin Chernenko. Without a background in foreign affairs, Gorbachev was eager to assess American intentions directly and put his stamp on Soviet security policy. Reagan's strong antinuclear views expressed at the November 1985 Geneva summit were decisive in convincing Gorbachev that it was possible to work with the West in halting the nuclear arms race.. . .

Reagan's commitment to anti-nuclearism and its potential for transforming the U.S.-Soviet confrontation was more graphically demonstrated at the October 1986 Reykjavik summit when Rea​gan and Gorbachev came close to agreeing on a comprehensive program of global denuclearization that was far bolder than any seriously entertained by American strategists since the Baruch Plan of 1946. The sharp contrast between Reagan's and Gor​bachev's shared skepticism toward nuclear weapons on the one hand, and the Washington security establishment's consensus on the other, was showcased in former secretary of defense James Schlesinger's scathing accusation that Reagan was en​gaged in "casual utopianism." But Reagan's anomalous anti​nuclearism provided the crucial signal to Gorbachev that bold initiatives would be reciprocated rather than exploited. Reagan's anti-nuclearism was more important than his administration's military buildup in catalyzing the end of the Cold War....

Mutual Weakness

Whether Reagan is seen as the consummate hardliner or the prophet of anti-nuclearism, one should not exaggerate the influ​ence of his administration, or of other short-term forces. Within the Washington beltway, debates about postwar military and foreign policy would suggest that Western strategy fluctuated wildly, but in fact the basic thrust of Western policy toward the USSR remained remarkably consistent. Arguments from the New Right notwithstanding, Reagan's containment strategy was not that different from those of his predecessors. Indeed, the broader peace-through-strength perspective sees the Cold War's finale as the product of a long-term policy, applied over the decades.

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

The West Did Not Win

If there is one thing Americans agree on, it is that "we won the Cold War." Unexamined and unchallenged, this simplistic notion is a reminder that we have not come so far in international rela​tions and foreign policy. While it sounds reasonable at first​because democracy seems to be the preferred system for most of our ex-adversaries in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union-the claim is presumptuous, ethnocentric and insulting to the people and places it describes.

Most dramatically, the mutual vulnerability created by nu​clear weapons overshadowed containment. Nuclear weapons forced the United States and the Soviet Union to eschew war and the serious threat of war as tools of diplomacy and created imperatives for the cooperative regulation of nuclear capability. Both countries tried to fashion nuclear explosives into useful in​struments of policy, but they came to the realization-as the joint Soviet-American statement issued from the 1985 Geneva summit put it-that "nuclear war cannot be won and must never be fought." Both countries slowly but surely came to view nu​clear weapons as a common threat that must be regulated jointly. Not just containment, but also the overwhelming and common nuclear threat brought the Soviets to the negotiating table. In the shadow of nuclear destruction, common purpose defused traditional antagonisms.

The Pacific West

A second error of the peace-through-strength perspective is the failure to recognize that the West offered an increasingly be​nign face to the communist world. Traditionally, the Soviets' Marxist-Leninist doctrine held that the capitalist West was in​evitably hostile and aggressive, an expectation reinforced by the aggression of capitalist, fascist Germany. Since World War II, the Soviets' principal adversaries had been democratic capitalist states. Slowly but surely, Soviet doctrine acknowledged that the West's behavior did not follow Leninist expectations, but was instead increasingly pacific and cooperative. The Soviet willing​ness to abandon the Brezhnev Doctrine in the late 1980s in favor of the "Sinatra Doctrine"-under which any East European country could sing, "I did it my way"-suggests a radical trans​formation in the prevailing Soviet perception of threat from the West. In 1990, the Soviet acceptance of the de facto absorption of communist East Germany into West Germany involved the same calculation with even higher stakes. In accepting the Ger​man reunification, despite that country's past aggression, Gor​bachev acted on the assumption that the Western system was fundamentally pacific. As Russian foreign minister Andrei Kozyrev noted subsequently, that Western countries are pluralis​tic democracies "practically rules out the pursuance of an ag​gressive foreign policy." Thus the Cold War ended despite the assertiveness of Western hardliners, rather than because of it.

The Allure of Decadence

The second front of the Cold War, according to the Reagan vic​tory school, was ideological. Reagan spearheaded a Western ide​ological offensive that dealt the USSR a death blow. For the Right, driving home the image of the Evil Empire was a decisive stroke rather than a rhetorical flourish. Ideological warfare was such a key front in the Cold War because the Soviet Union was, at its core, an ideological creation. According to the Reagan Right, the supreme vulnerability of the Soviet Union to ideologi​cal assault was greatly underappreciated by Western leaders and publics. In that view, the Cold War was won by the West's un​compromising assertion of the superiority of its values and its complete denial of the moral legitimacy of the Soviet system during the 1980s. Western military strength could prevent de​feat, but only ideological breakthrough could bring victory…

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

The ideological legitimacy of the Soviet system collapsed in the eyes of its own citizens not because of an assault by Western ex-leftists, but because of the appeal of Western affluence and permissiveness. The puritanical austerity of Bolshevism's "New

Soviet Man" held far less appeal than the "bourgeois decadence" of the West. For the peoples of the USSR and Eastern Europe, it was not so much abstract liberal principles but rather the West​ern way of life-the material and cultural manifestations of the West's freedoms-that subverted the Soviet vision. Western pop​ular culture-exemplified in rock and roll, television, film, and blue jeans-seduced the communist world far more effectively than ideological sermons by anticommunist activists. As journal​ist William Echikson noted in his 1990 book Lighting the Night: Revolution in Eastern Europe, "instead of listening to the liturgy of Marx and Lenin, generations of would-be socialists tuned in to the Rolling Stones and the Beatles."

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

Liberal Ideology

The Reagan victory school argues that ideological assertive​ness precipitated the end of the Cold War. While it is true that right-wing American intellectuals were assertive toward the Soviet Union, other Western activists and intellectuals were building links with highly placed reformist intellectuals there. The Reagan victory school narrative ignores that Gorbachev's reform program was based upon "new thinking"-a body of ideas developed by globalist thinkers cooperating across the East-West divide. The key themes of new thinking-the com​mon threat of nuclear destruction, the need for strong interna​tional institutions, and the importance of ecological sustainabil​ity-built upon the cosmopolitanism of the Marxist tradition and officially replaced the Communist party's class-conflict doc​trine during the Gorbachev period.

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

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

On the ideological front, the new conventional wisdom is also flawed. The conservatives' anticommunism was far less important in delegitimating the Soviet system than were that system's inter​nal failures and the attraction of precisely the Western "permissive culture" abhorred by the Right. In addition, Gorbachev's attempts to reform communism in the late 1980s were less an ideological capitulation than a reflection of philosophical convergence on the globalist norms championed by liberal internationalists.. . .

In the end, Reagan partisans have been far more successful in claiming victory in the Cold War than they were in achieving it.

