End of Cold War: Did Ronald Reagan Win the Cold War?

Who won the Cold War? Clearly the United States did, as the Soviet Union failed to “bury the West” as Nikita Khrushchev had pledged to do in 1960. By the end of the 1980s it was clear that the Soviet Union could not destroy Western capitalist systems, and the communist regime collapsed. However, why did the Soviet regime collapse? Was it because President Ronald Reagan reversed the policies of détente with the Soviet regime, which he called the “evil empire,” and reignited the arms race, which forced the Soviets to strain their own system to the breaking point? Elizabeth Pugliese advances this argument, which credits Reagan with the collapse of the Soviet empire and the American victory in the Cold War.

On the other hand, Patrick Apel, a scholar whose special interest is Eastern Europe, argues that the Soviet regime probably would have collapsed with no help from the United States. The Soviet system was already stretched to the breaking point, and its chronic inability to deliver consumer goods, and even food, to its people weakened the state. Reagan and other more conservative Americans were right in their belief that communism was inherently inferior to capitalism in delivering goods to consumers. Apel argues that in this inability underlay a crisis in confidence in the Soviet regime, which was devastated by the misguided Afghanistan invasion in 1979. What Pugliese points to as Soviet expansion in the 1980s, in Afghanistan, Angola, and Nicaragua, which some in the United States took to be threats to American security, in the end destroyed the Soviet system.

Whichever way we look at this story, it is filled with ironies. Reagan and other Americans were right that the Soviet Union could not compete with the capitalist United States. Yet, the Soviet expansion in the late 1970s did not presage a communist triumph; instead it prepared the way for communism’s utter collapse. Similarly, Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika policies, designed to make socialism work, instead hastened the communist regime’s collapse. Gorbachev, hailed as a reformer in the 1980s, would be scorned in the 1990s either for introducing the economic chaos that came with the end of a planned economy or as a throwback to the totalitarian past. A century earlier German economist Karl Marx, the intellectual father of communism, had predicted that capitalism, straining to produce maximum profits by pushing down wages and increasing production, would collapse of its own weight. Marx had seen this as an inevitable, inexorable process. Vladimir Lenin, the founder of the Soviet state, had argued that a communist party, led by correct-thinking revolutionaries, could advance this happy day and give history a push. By the end of the 1980s, Marx, Lenin, and Khrushchev seemed to have been proven wrong. Communism, not capitalism, collapsed of its own internal contradictions, and if history was given a push, it was not by the guiding hand of Leninists, but by the reformer Gorbachev and the conservative Republican Reagan.

Viewpoint #1: Yes, President Ronald Reagan’s policies won the Cold War for the United States by overextending the financial resources of the Soviet Union During the presidency of Jimmy Carter the political and military power of the United States decreased in relative terms to the Soviet Union. The bipolar system, the operative international view at the time, divided world power between two competing superpowers—the United States and the Soviet Union. The balance of power resulting from this division fluctuated throughout the Cold War period. The Soviets were gaining in influence, especially in Third World countries. During the Carter administration the Soviet Union extended its power. The era of détente manifest in the 1970s clearly was not working. It was time for a more confrontational style. President Ronald Reagan brought that style to U.S. relations with the Soviet Union.

Reagan was not interested in finding a way to live with the Soviets; he fundamentally believed that communism needed to be removed from the world scene. In fact, Reagan referred to the Soviet Union as the evil empire. There was no room for both democracy and communism; one system had to give way. Reagan was determined that communism would be the loser. By the end of his presidency the Cold War was essentially over and Reagan had won.

Realizing the old way of relating to the Soviets would not achieve his goal, Reagan looked for another solution. He detected a flaw in earlier relations with the Soviet Union. Previous administrations had dealt with the Soviets on the basis of matching them strength for strength: the Soviets got a missile and the Americans matched them; the Soviets upgraded a submarine or bomber design while the Americans did the same. He decided that rather than continue this method the United States would exploit Soviet weaknesses. One of these weaknesses was the truly bad shape of the Soviet economy. For years the Soviets had been faking their economic numbers to make their system appear healthy. Rather than rely on the official Soviet figures, William Casey, director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), ordered a realistic assessment based on raw intelligence data. CIA analysts included such anecdotal evidence as the number of factories shutting down and the length of food lines. Evidence of the hard-currency shortages also received consideration. The CIA assessment revealed that the Soviet government proved barely able to provide basic necessities to its people.

The discovery played right into Reagan’s plan. He wanted to strengthen the U.S. military and rebuild it from its post-Vietnam malaise. The Soviets would feel it necessary to match a massive military buildup by the United States in order to maintain equilibrium. Looking to the monies already budgeted for domestic purposes seemed the best option to finance the military expenditures. Unfortunately, the Soviet domestic budget was stretched to the limit—diverting money from domestic to military purposes would destabilize the entire system.

U.S. military spending rose to 27 percent of the federal budget under Reagan; just to stay even the Soviets needed to spend 60 percent of their budget. The fact that the Soviets had fallen behind U.S. technology partly contributed to this spending difference. Reagan knew of the disparities in development. Rather than an all-out military buildup of weaponry, he emphasized the development and deployment primarily of technologically advanced weapons. Although conventional weapons were not neglected, the B-l bomber, M-l Abrams tank, and F-15 fighter bombers received the majority of resources for development. New technologies needed to integrate these weapons into the command-and-reconnaissance structure demanded development. The president also ordered added restrictions on technology transfers to foreign countries, thereby increasing the cost for the Soviets to keep pace.

Reagan proudly announced in March of 1983 the military development that would cost the Soviets the most: the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), or Star Wars. SDI was to be a ground- and space-based system that would use lasers to shoot incoming nuclear missiles out of the sky, thereby providing a blanket of protection over the United States and rendering it invulnerable to nuclear attack. This system demanded new innovations in technology, the kind the Soviets did not have. The Soviets officially opposed SDI on the grounds that it would destabilize the nuclear balance and that it contravened the 1972 American-Soviet treaty on the Limitation of Anti-Ballistic Missile Systems. They argued the issue of destabilization because, in the age of nuclear parity, the nation with the best defense would be the safest. Therefore, in order to maintain parity the Soviets had to develop their own version of SDI, which would require diverting further funds from the domestic economy.

Not only did Reagan confront the Soviet Union in military matters directly, but he also challenged them through their respective client states. Reagan actively supported anticommunist insurgencies. After Vietnam the United States was reluctant to get involved in other nations’ internal fights. Reagan was not afraid. He believed that democracy and freedom for all rated as matters of national interest to the United States and, therefore, were grounds for military intervention. He cast this belief as a crusade. Under the Reagan Doctrine, everywhere the communists attempted takeovers and people resisted, the United States would aid those fighting back. This was a change from the policy of containment that had prevailed since the end of World War II. Containment accepted the existence of communism; the Reagan Doctrine fought to destroy it.

Carter had authorized aid to the Afghan mujahideen but limited the amount and scope. In an effort to maintain U. S. deniability, third parties with no known U.S. connections, but supportive of the Muslims in Afghanistan, received money to purchase arms for the Afghan fighters. The intent was to harass, not defeat. Reagan immediately requested that Congress grant more money to purchase up-to-date arms to take the fight to Soviet forces in Afghanistan, and all the way into the Soviet Union, if possible. Stinger missiles, made in the United States, produced a war more costly for the Soviets in terms of both money and prestige.

In Central America communism had been making inroads for years. Reagan stopped aid to Nicaragua in retaliation for Managua’s perceived support of the Sandinistas in El Salvador. The El Salvadoran government received a $25 million increase in aid. Reagan also authorized sending military advisors to El Salvador. To aid the Contras, who were fighting the government of Nicaragua, Reagan issued a directive in November 1981 that the United States would support them by forming and training action teams to gather intelligence and carry out paramilitary and political operations in Nicaragua. Not being done with the Caribbean region, Reagan authorized the invasion of Grenada to restore democracy after its prime minister was murdered by Stalinists. All these policies worked to diminish Soviet influence while adding to U.S. prestige and world standing.

The Reagan Doctrine worked with the military buildup to put further strain on the Soviet economy. Communists in the Latin American nations and Afghanistan received support from Moscow. Fighting against well-financed anticommunist insurgents became more expensive than the Soviets had originally planned. Maintaining its network of allies required the Soviet Union to reallocate more money from domestic programs to foreign policy. Its domestic economy could not afford such an additional diversion. No longer secure in its empire and failing at expansion, the Soviet Union had no choice but to withdraw its troops from abroad and retreat within its own borders. Unable to protect its satellites in both Eastern Europe and the Caribbean any longer, the Soviet Union abandoned and let fall the communist regimes in its former satellites. It could not stand up to Reagan’s policy of active engagement.

Other factors also played a role in the demise of the Soviet Union, not least of which were the actions of Soviet general secretary Mikhail Gorbachev. However, it was Reagan’s active confrontation of the Soviets that stood out as the main underlying cause. Gorbachev would not have had to liberalize his nation’s economy through perestroika (restructuring) and glasnost (openness) if not for the strain on the Soviet economy of trying to keep pace with U.S. military strength. Gorbachev only attempted his reform programs in an endeavor to salvage a devastated Soviet economy.

The Soviets themselves acknowledged that U.S. policies led to the collapse of the Soviet Union. Former members of the Komitet gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti (KGB), the senior staff, and the Central Committee all conceded that Reagan’s active engagement of communism in the Third World and the new arms race destabilized the Soviet Union. Its economy could not afford the massive diversions necessary to keep up with the United States militarily. And with communism in the Soviet Union finished, the Cold War was over. It ended because one man believed there could be no accommodation with the communists. This one man believed that communism was wrong and that all people everywhere deserved to be free. He faced the Soviets, refused to back down, and, instead, forced the Soviet Union to retreat and then to collapse. The United States won the Cold War because of Ronald Reagan.

—ELIZABETH PUGLIESE

Viewpoint #2: No, President Ronald Reagan can be credited only with helping end the Cold War because domestic problems within the Soviet Union were already putting a strain on their system. Ask the question posed in this debate to Russians, and many might say the question should be turned around. They would rephrase it as, “Did Gorbachev lose the Cold War?” Many Russians have the opinion that it was Mikhail Gorbachev, not Ronald Reagan, who had more to do with the Soviet Union losing the Cold War than Reagan’s policies winning it for the United States.

Since the end of the Cold War, intellectuals and academics have reviewed this subject. Attempts are made to lay blame, or declare victory, to the opposing sides in the conflict. Some scholars contend that Reagan was responsible for winning the Cold War for the United States. However, changes were well under way in the Soviet Union prior to Reagan’s arrival at the White House. In addition, Gorbachev’s policies of glasnost and perestroika were not done in reaction to Reagan’s machinations but for reasons internal to the Soviet Union. There is little doubt that the arms race took a tremendous toll on the Soviet Union. However, it was the lack of a diversified economy, one that did not have the capacity to generate and assimilate independent technological innovations, aside from the military-industrial complex, that led to the implosion of the Soviet Union. To suggest that Reagan’s policies were solely responsible for the U.S. claim of victory in the Cold War is shortsighted. The Soviet Union had dysfunctional political and economic institutions, lacked a civil society, and had a weakening intelligence service. These factors are at least equal in value to Reagan’s foreign policy as it pertained to the U.S.S.R. What led the United States to victory is more accurately a combination of factors, many of which were far beyond the control of the White House.

The Cold War was a phrase first used in the late 1930s to describe Franco-German tensions. Journalist Walter Lippman is credited with popularizing the term in 1947 after writing a series of articles regarding international affairs. Although some scholars use the term in a narrow sense to describe severe tensions between the United States and the U.S.S.R. between 1947 and 1953, the most common usage refers to the ideological and military conflict between the two countries between 1946 and 1991.

Applying this most commonly used definition, it is hard to rationally argue that Reagan’s policies were the primary impetus of the U.S. declaration of victory in the Cold War. This broad ideological and military conflict had several interrelated features. First, the United States and the Soviet Union each controlled opposing military and political alliances. Second, both factions depended on a combination of military and economic power. Much public attention is focused on the military power, but the economic power is more definitive. Also, both parties claimed superiority over political and economic values and kinds of societies. Each side tried exhaustively to promote their values. Finally, the United States and the Soviet Union battled for spheres of influence throughout the Third World.

Because of the interrelated factors involved in defining the Cold War, it is now clear to see the advantages the United States maintained during the conflict. Economically the United States proved to be the stronger combatant. Capitalism prevailed in Western Europe after World War II; free markets were opened up; and civil societies were built in conjunction with legitimate institutions designed to establish a stronger economy. The Soviet Union depleted Eastern Europe of its natural and economic resources. While capitalism flourished in the West, socialism in the East was failing. Soviet policies promoted dysfunctional and inefficient bureaucracies that stymied technological growth. Thus, the Soviet empire had inherent flaws in its economic system. Consequently, inefficient Soviet institutions directed the Warsaw Pact nations and the U.S.S.R. down an unproductive and damaging path.

In the beginning of the Cold War, American foreign policy as it related to the U.S.S.R. followed a policy of containment. The policy was based on the assumption that historic Russian insecurity was married to Marxist ideology, so that the country was committed to conflict with the United States and the Western way of life. U.S. diplomat George F. Kennan pushed this idea throughout the foreign-affairs community in Washington, saying, “Soviet expansionism must be contained by the adroit and vigilant application of counter-force at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points.” The idea was not to surrender any new territory to communism but to avoid an all-out conflict.

Later, foreign policy strategies between the United States and the U.S.S.R. were centered around the theme of détente: a period of peace that has every possibility of becoming permanent. However, détente implicitly assumes a deep ideological division, one that limited the degree to which cooperation was possible. Détente derives from a French word meaning “to relax.” In foreign policy the term is more closely defined as the process of easing tensions between states whose interests are so radically divergent that reconciliation is inherently limited.

The Reagan administration did call for a much stronger stance against the Soviet Union and a crusade against communism. Reagan’s foreign policy approach was based on philosophical notions that communism was simply wrong. It was no longer enough to contain the U.S.S.R. or just to coexist. The words “defeat” and “roll-back” described the new way of dealing with the Soviets. As a result the Reagan administration started a massive military buildup to create a force strong enough to deter and convince the U.S.S.R. that a war against the West could not be won. Politically, the rhetoric of getting tough with the Soviets drew support. Americans were left demoralized from the Iran hostage crisis and looked to the White House to reassert U.S. superpower.

Despite the perception of changing U.S. policy, evidence supports that even before Gorbachev came to power in 1985 high level talks occurred within the Soviet government on the need for reform. In 1982, when Yuri Andropov came to power, he stressed economic problems and the need to reform in a November speech to the Central Committee Plenum. Even prior to Andropov top political and military leaders recognized the need for a paradigm shift. In 1981 Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, chief of the Soviet General Staff, called for a reorganization of the armed forces, as well as a restructuring of political and economic institutions. The physical illness of both Andropov and Konstantin Chernenko played a major role in the delay of real reform until Gorbachev assumed power. By that time many within the Soviet political and military hierarchy embraced a policy to enable change and reforms. Nevertheless, it is important to point out that there was no unanimity on what course of reform to follow.

One might argue that Reagan’s military buildup led Soviet leaders to give up the arms race, make concessions to reduce nuclear stockpiles, and reform institutions that were encountering extreme difficulties in responding to massive increases in military spending. However, there is no verifiable data to suggest that the Soviet military budget increased in reaction to U.S. military spending. In fact, Gorbachev realized that the Soviet Union could not sustain an arms race. By the mid 1980s more than one quarter of the Soviet Gross National Product was being devoted to defense spending.

How then can we explain the diverse changes that took place at the end of the Cold War? With more than a decade of hindsight, there is no question that Gorbachev’s dual policies of glasnost and perestroika were critical for many of the reforms, both internal and external. Glasnost was intended to bring greater self-criticism of Soviet society in an effort to root out inefficiencies and corruption that paralyzed government and industry. The press became freer; industries were made self-managing; and government bodies opened up to democratic-like voting. Thus, a proliferation of unofficial associations and journals began to arise. Although these organizations were under constant pressure, they expanded and began building what was the embryo of a civil society. By lifting the veil, fundamental and intrinsic socioeconomic problems within the entire communist system came to light.

Gorbachev called for perestroika, or “restructuring,” to encourage better management, discipline, and the use of technology. The idea was to restore the Soviet Union to the original ideals of socialism. These two initiatives led to willingness on the part of the Soviet Union to make the political, military, and economic institutions more transparent and to embark on radical restructuring. Without Gorbachev’s drive to execute these twin policies, it is highly unlikely the thaw in relations between the United States and the Soviet Union would have materialized.

Reforms executed through the ideas surrounding glasnost and perestroika escaped the control of Gorbachev in the late 1980s. Throughout Reagan’s second term many Washington insiders were divided and uncertain as to what exactly was happening in the U.S.S.R. Many analysts saw Gorbachev’s words as simply another ploy or deception. Although the Reykjavik Summit in October of 1986 did not resolve substantive disarmament issues, it was a turning point.

One of the major sticking points of the summit was the Strategic Defense Initiative (SDI), commonly known as “Star Wars.” SDI was introduced by Reagan in March of 1983. Reagan proposed to develop “particle beam” and laser weapons to shoot down incoming nuclear weapons before they hit the United States. Although the concept was supported by Reagan’s closest advisers, the initiative had not even been considered by the State or Defense Departments. In addition, Congress was totally unaware of the proposal as Reagan spoke about the project on national television. The Soviets argued that SDI broke the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile treaty and that it extended the arms race into space.

Although the United States found it impossible to develop an effective SDI system, the impact of the project was significant. SDI, whether proven or not, highlighted the growing technological gap between the United States and the U.S.S.R. The perceived threat of such a system was a factor complicating East-West arms-reduction talks, especially during the Reykjavik Summit. Despite their differences, it was clear from the summit that both Gorbachev and Reagan had made a strong political and personal commitment to the process of arms control, and each was prepared to think and act in radically different ways. In the end, however, it was Gorbachev who “delinked” arms-reduction talks from SDI; this eliminated a major obstacle to concluding future agreements.

In January 1986 Gorbachev effectively accepted the “zero option” for Europe (eliminating NATO intermediate and Soviet SS-20 missiles). This was a monumental agreement and one that highlighted the complexity of how decisions were really made. Sergei Tarasenko, chief foreign policy adviser to Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze, spoke at a conference in 1998, revealing that he was the one who came up with the idea to abolish all nuclear weapons in April 1985. The idea surfaced as an official proposal from Marshal Sergei Akhromeyev, chief of the General Staff. Initially the idea was drawn up for propaganda purposes but was taken seriously by high-level officials on both sides. The final result was the “zero option” treaty.

In the final meeting between Reagan and Gorbachev, it was the latter who provided insight on the future of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Addressing the United Nations Assembly in New York in December of 1988, Gorbachev called for the “deidolization” of super-power relations. He spoke of “the compelling necessity of the principle of freedom of choice as a ‘universal principle.’” Gorbachev also announced a unilateral reduction of 10 percent in Soviet armed forces, with major cuts in European conventional deployments. Retired general Andrew J. Goodpaster, a former NATO commander, called the move “the most significant step since NATO was formed.” By reducing the military conflict, along with retracting claims of ideological superiority, Gorbachev took away the two components that had given rise to the modern-day definition of the Cold War. One of the most compelling statements Gorbachev made during the speech was a declaration that “we in no way aspire to be the bearer of ultimate truth.” In a single statement Gorbachev deactivated the ideological conflict between the United States and the U.S.S.R. that had existed since 1946, and he set the stage for self-determination in Eastern Europe.

U.S. policy did not shift necessarily based on Gorbachev’s “new thinking” but waited for the implementation of this dramatic rhetoric. One example of Gorbachev’s determination to follow through on his statements was the actual shift in power within the Warsaw Pact. A series of roundtable discussions took place in Poland by early 1989, leading the way for producing free elections that summer. By March 1989 multicandidate elections took place that included reformers and dissidents. Although the United States had worked hard to persuade the Soviet Union that self-determination could be achieved in Eastern Europe without impacting legitimate security concerns for the U.S.S.R., it was once again Gorbachev who steadfastly implemented change.

Clearly the Soviet Union was approaching an economic crisis by the beginning of the 1980s, and its sustained commitment of resources to military spending was breaking the Soviet economy. A primary factor facilitating the crisis was the massive expenditures in supporting Third World countries in an effort to gain influence throughout the world. Additionally, the impact of the military conflict in Afghanistan cannot be overlooked. In December 1979 the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, giving the justification that the new Afghan leadership invited the troops in. A decade-long war siphoned money away from other parts of the economy. The Gorbachev administration recognized that military means were counterproductive in influencing neighbors and Third World countries. Financially, these endeavors took a large toll. For instance, Ivan Head wrote in Foreign Affairs that the war in Afghanistan cost the Soviet Union approximately $1.7 million dollars a day. Domestically, the war was highly unpopular, with both a high human and financial cost. It was Gorbachev who realized that to modernize the fledgling economy, political consolidation and structural changes to the Soviet economy needed to take place. The “new thinking” with regard to Soviet foreign policy was more a result of domestic reforms than any action in response to U.S. policy.

The “Reagan victory” assumes that Reagan’s squeeze and persistence forced Moscow to capitulate. Such an analysis suggests that Reagan had a unidirectional, monolithic strategy. American strategy, in fact, was at times inconsistent and contradictory. Policy was ultimately led by competing perceptions on force capabilities and power of the Soviets. In fact, by 1985 the Komitet gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti (KGB) had planted a high-level mole inside the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), who began to warp U.S. perceptions of political, military, and economic developments. In 1995 CIA Director John M. Deutch publicly acknowledged the deception, saying it “diminished our ability to understand what was really happening in Moscow.” As a result the United States overestimated force capabilities of the U.S.S.R., and the deception led to justify massive investments in weapons programs.

Why would the Soviets want to inflate their military might? One answer might be that the government recognized its systems were failing. The military-industrial complex might be the only part of the economy Moscow could deceive the West into believing was an efficient, well-running machine.

Furthermore, the squeeze strategy was never consistently applied, and the economic aspects of détente were not completely dismantled. In addition, as Michael Cox notes: “What hurt the Soviet Union after 1980 was not economic pressure so much as the drop in the price of oil, the devaluation of the dollar, and the economic decision by western bankers not to lend any more money to Moscow’s indebted Eastern European allies.”

In the overall debate Reagan’s policies in his first administration increased pressure on the Soviet leadership and encouraged new approaches beyond détente. However, to imply Reagan’s strategy left no alternative for Gorbachev than to push for reforms that would eventually dismantle the Soviet empire is wrong. Gorbachev faced key decisions and was opposed by members of his own military. It appears that Gorbachev reevaluated both domestic and international strategies of the U.S.S.R. Little did anyone know, including Reagan, that these reforms would have such lasting implications and ultimately change the world.

—PATRICK APEL
Source: Donald Kagan, Steven Ozment, and Frank M. Turner, The Western Heritage (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1998), p.1152.
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