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Historians have pointed to many root causes of the Cold War. Some argue that the 
United States and Russia were destined to collide because both tried to fill the European 
power vacuum left by the defeat of Germany. Others emphasize the "tradition" of great 
power rivalry and the shaky "structure" of international relations which invited conflict. 
Some scholars single out American capitalism, with its imperialist impulse, or an 
American ideology of expansion. Other root causes could include misperceptions by 
Americans and Russians of the other as an immoral aggressor ("mirror image"), the 
drawing of incorrect lessons from the past ("historical lessons"), the diplomatic "style" of 
a brutally blunt Stalin and a short-tempered, frank Truman, and the domestic political 
and economic imperatives in both countries which forced key decisions. Arthur M. 
Schlesinger, Jr., in the following essay, discovers the root causes of the Cold War in 
Stalin's excessive paranoia and the Russian's adherence to an uncompromising Leninist 
ideology. There was little the United States could have done to change the course of 
events. He concedes that Russia had major recovery problems and security fears and that 
American policy was sometimes rigid. But he places responsibility for postwar 
confrontation squarely in Moscow. Schlesinger also discusses the American 
"universalist" (as opposed to "sphere of influence") view of world order. Schlesinger has 
served in a number of academic and government posts and is the prolific author of 
award-winning studies of the Jacksonian and New Deal eras, as well as A Thousand 
Days (1965, on the John F. Kennedy years), The Bitter Heritage (1966, on Vietnam), and 
The Imperial Presidency (1973, on the modern president). 

________________________________________________________________________ 

The Cold War in its original form was a presumably mortal antagonism, arising in the 
wake of the Second World War, between two rigidly hostile blocs, one led by the Soviet 
Union, the other by the United States. For nearly two somber and dangerous decades this 
antagonism dominated the fears of mankind; it may even, on occasion, have come close 
to blowing up the planet. In recent years, however, the once implacable struggle has lost 
its familiar clarity … 

Some exercises in reappraisal have merely elaborated the Orthodoxies promulgated in 
Washington or Moscow during the boom years of the Cold War. But others, especially in 
the United States (there are no signs, alas, of this in the Soviet Union), represent what 
American historians call "revision ism"-that is, a readiness to chal. lenge official 
explanations. No one should be surprised by this phenomenon. Every war in American 
history has been followed in due course by skeptical reassessments of supposedly sacred 
assumptions. So the War of 1812, fought at the time for the freedom of the seas, was in 
later years ascribed to the expansionist ambitions of congressional war hawks; so the 
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Mexican War became a slaveholders' conspiracy. So the Civil War has been pronounced 
a "needless war," and Lincoln has even been accused of maneuvering the rebel attack on 
Fort Sumter. So too the Spanish-American War and the First and Second World Wars 
have, each in its turn, undergone revisionist critiques. It is not to be supposed that the 
Cold War would remain exempt. 

In the case of the Cold War, special factors reinforce the predictable historiographical 
rhythm. The outburst of polycentrism in the Communist empire has made people wonder 
whether communism was ever so monolithic as official theories of the Cold War 
supposed. A generation with no vivid memories of Stalinism may see the Russia of the 
forties in the image of the relatively mild, seedy and irresolute Russia of the sixties. And 
for this same generation the American course of widening the war in Vietnam-which 
even nonrevisionists can easily regard as folly-has unquestionably stirred doubts about 
the wisdom of American foreign policy in the sixties which younger historians may have 
begun to read back into the forties. 

It is useful to remember that, on the whole, past exercises in revisionism have failed to 
stick. Few historians today believe that the war hawks caused the War of 1812 or the 
slaveholders the Mexican War, or that the Civil War was needless, or that the House of 
Morgan brought America into the First World War or that Franklin Roosevelt schemed to 
produce the attack on Pearl Harbor. But this does not mean that one should deplore the 
rise of Cold War revisionism. For revisionism is an essential part of the process by which 
history, through the posing of new problems and the investigation of new possibilities, 
enlarges its perspectives and enriches its insights. 

More than this, in the present context, revisionism expresses a deep, legitimate and tragic 
apprehension. As the Cold War has begun to lose its purity of definition, as the moral 
absolutes of the fifties become the moralistic clich6s of the sixties, some have begun to 
ask whether the appalling risks which humanity ran during the Cold War were, after all, 
necessary and inevitable; whether more restrained and rational policies might not have 
guided the energies of man from the perils of conflict into the potentialities of 
collaboration. The fact that such questions are in their nature unanswerable does not 
mean that it is not right and useful to raise them. Nor does it mean that our sons and 
daughters are not entitled to an accounting from the generation of Russians and 
Americans who produced the Cold War. 

The orthodox American view, as originally set forth by the American government and as 
reaffirmed until recently by most American scholars, has been that the Cold War was the 
brave and essential response of free men to Communist aggression. Some have gone back 
well before the Second World War to lay open the sources of Russian expansionism. 
Geopoliticians traced the Cold War to imperial Russian strategic ambitions which in the 
nineteenth century led to the Crimean War, to Russian penetration of the Balkans and the 
Middle East and to Russian pressure on Britain's "lifeline" to India. Ideologists traced it 
to the Communist Manifesto of 1848 ("the violent overthrow of the bourgeoisie lays the 
foundation for the sway of the proletariat"). Thoughtful observers (a phrase meant to 
exclude those who speak in Dullese about the unlimited evil of godless, atheistic, militant 
communism) concluded that classical Russian imperialism and Pan-Slavism, 
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compounded after 1917 by Leninist messianism, confronted the West at the end of the 
Second World War With an inexorable drive for domination. 

The revisionist thesis is very different. In its extreme form, it is that. after the death of 
Franklin Roosevelt and the end of the Second World War, the United States deliberately 
abandoned the wartime policy of collaboration and, exhilarated by the possession of the 
atomic bomb, undertook a course of aggression of its own designed to expel all Russian 
influence from Eastern Europe and to establish democratic-capitalist states on the very 
border of the Soviet Union. As the revisionists see it, this radically new American policy-
or rather this resumption by Truman of the pre-Roosevelt policy of insensate 
anticommunism-left Moscow no alternative but to take measures in defense of its own 
borders. The result was the Cold War.... 

Peacemaking after the Second World War was not so much a tapestry as it was a 
hopelessly raveled and knotted mess of yarn. Yet, for purposes of clarity, it is essential to 
follow certain threads. One theme indispensable to an understanding of the Cold War is 
the contrast between two clashing views of world order: the "univeralist" view, by which 
all nations shared a common interest in all the affairs of the world, and the "sphere-of-
influence" view, by which each great power would be assured by the other great powers 
of an acknowledged predominance in its own area of special interest. The universalist 
view assumed that national security would be guaranteed by an international 
organization. The sphere-of-interest view assumed that national security would be 
guaranteed by the balance of power. While in practice these views have by no means 
been incompatible (indeed, our shaky peace has been based on a combination of the two), 
in the abstract they involved sharp contradictions. 

The tradition of American thought in these matters was universalist-i.e., Wilsonian. 
Roosevelt had been a member of Wilson's subcabinet; in 1920, as candidate for vice-
president, he had campaigned for the League of Nations. It is true that, within Roosevelt's 
infinitely complex mind, Wilsonianism warred with the perception of vital strategic 
interests he had imbibed from Mahan. Moreover, his temperamental inclination to settle 
things with fellow princes around the conference table led him to regard the Big Three-or 
Four-as trustees for the rest of the world. On occasion, as this narrative will show, he was 
beguiled into flirtation with the sphere-ofinfluence heresy. But in principle he believed in 
joint action and remained a Wilsonian. His hope for Yalta, as he told the Congress on his 
return, was that it would "spell the end of the system of unilateral action, the exclusive 
alliances, the spheres of influence, the balances of power, and all the other expedients 
that have been tried for centuries-and have always failed." 

Whenever Roosevelt backslid, he had at his side that Wilsonian fundamentalist, Secretary 
of State Cordell Hull, to recall him to the pure faith. After his visit to Moscow in 1943, 
Hull characteristically said that, with the Declaration of Four Nations on General Security 
(in which America, Russia, Birtain and China pledged "united action ... for the 
organization and maintenance of peace and security"), "there will no longer be need for 
spheres of influence, for alliances, for balance of power, or any other of the special 
arrangements through which, in the unhappy past, the nations strove to safeguard their 
security or to promote their interests." 
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Remembering the corruption of the Wilsonian vision by the secret treaties of the First 
World War, Hull was determined to prevent any sphere-of-influence nonsense after the 
Second World War. He therefore fought all proposals to settle border questions while the 
war was still on and, excluded as he largely was from wartime diplomacy, poured his not 
inconsiderable moral energy and frustration into the promulgation of virtuous and 
spacious general principles.... 

It is true that critics, and even friends, of the United States sometimes noted a 
discrepancy between the American passion for universalism when it applied to territory 
far from American shores and the preeminence the United States accorded its own 
interests nearer home. Churchill, seeking Washington's blessing for a sphere-of-influence 
initiative in Eastern Europe, could not forbear reminding the Americans, "We follow the 
lead of the United States in South America"; nor did any universalist of record propose 
the abolition of the Monroe Doctrine. But a convenient myopia prevented such 
inconsistencies from qualifying the ardency of the universalist faith. 

There seem only to have been three officials in the United States government who 
dissented. One was the secretary of war, Henry L. Stimson, a classical balance-of-power 
man, who in 1944 opposed the creation of a vacuum in Central Europe by the 
pastoralization of Germany and in 1945 urged "the settlement of all territorial 
acquisitions in the shape of defense posts which each of these four powers may deem to 
be necessary for their own safety" in advance of any effort to establish a peacetime 
United Nations. Stimson considered the claim of Russia to a preferred position in Eastern 
Europe as not unreasonable: As he told President Truman, "he thought the Russians 
perhaps were being more realistic than we were in regard to their own security." Such a 
position for Russia seemed to him comparable to the preferred American position in 
Latin America; he even spoke of "our respective orbits." Stimson was therefore skeptical 
of what he regarded as the prevailing tendency "to hang on to exaggerated views of the 
Monroe Doctrine and at the same time butt into every question that comes up in Central 
Europe." Acceptance of spheres of influence seemed to him the way to avoid "a head-on 
collision." 

A second official opponent of universalism was George Kennan, an eloquent advocate 
from the American Embassy in Moscow of "a prompt and clear recognition of the 
division of Europe into spheres of influence and of a policy based on the fact of such 
division." Kennan argued that nothing we could do would possibly alter the course of 
events in Eastern Europe; that we were deceiving ourselves by supposing that these 
countries had any future but Russian domination; that we should therefore relinquish 
Eastern Europe to the Soviet Union and avoid anything which would make things easier 
for the Russians by giving them economic assistance or by sharing moral responsibility 
for their actions. 

A third voice within the government against universalism was (at least after the war) 
Henry A. Wallace. As secretary of commerce, he stated the sphere-of-influence case with 
trenchancy in the famous Madison Square Garden speech of September 1946 which led 
to his dismissal by President Truman: 
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On our part, we should recognize that we have no more business in the political affairs of 
Eastern Europe than Russia has in the political affairs of Latin America, Western Europe, 
and the United States.... Whether we like it or not, the Russians will try to socialize their 
sphere of influence just as we try to democratize our sphere of influence.... The Russians 
have no more business stirring up native Communists to political activity in Western 
Europe, Latin America, and the United States than we have in interfering with the politics 
of Eastern Europe and Russia. 

Stimson, Kennan and Wallace seem to have been alone in the government, however, in 
taking these views. They were very much minority voices. Meanwhile universalism, 
rooted in the American legal and moral tradition, overwhelmingly backed by 
contemporary opinion, received successive enshrinements in the Atlantic Charter of 
1941, in the Declaration of the United Nations in 1942 and in the Moscow Declaration of 
1943. 

The Kremlin, on the other hand, thought on ly of spheres of Interest; above all, the 
Russians were determined to protect their fronnd especially their border to the west, 
crossed so often and tiers, a so bloodily in the dark course of their history. These western 
frontiers lacked natural means of defense-no great oceans, rugged mountains, steaming 
swamps or impenetrable jungles. The history of Russia had been the history of invasion, 
the last of which was by now horribly killing up to 20 million of its people. The protocol 
of Russia therefore meant the enlargement of the area of Russian influence. Kennan 
himself wrote (in May 1944), "Behind Russia's stubborn expansion lies only the age-old 
sense of insecurity of a sedentary people reared on an exposed plain in the neighborhood 
of fierce nomadic peoples," and he called this "urge" a "permanent feature of Russian 
psychology ...... 

The unconditional surrender of Italy in July 1943 created the first major test of the 
Western devotion to universalism. America and Britain, having won the Italian war, 
handled the capitulation, keeping Moscow informed at a distance. Stalin complained 

The United States and Great Britain made agreements but the Soviet Union received 
information about the results... just as a passive third observer I have to tell you that it is 
impossible to tolerate the situation any longer. I propose that the [tripartite military-
political commission] be established and that Sicily be assigned ... as its place of 
residence. 

Roosevelt, who had no intention of sharing the control of Italy with the Russians, suavely 
replied with the suggestion that Stalin send an officer "to get the commission." 
Unimpressed, Stalin continued to press for a tripartite body; but his Western allies were 
adamant in keeping the Soviet Union off the Control Commission for Italy, and the 
Russians in the end had to be satisfied with a seat, along with minor Allied states, on a 
meaningless Inter-Allied Advisory Council. Their acquiescence in this was doubtless not 
unconnected with a desire to establish precedents for Eastern Europe. 

Teheran in December 1943 marked the high point of three-power collaboration. Still, 
when Churchill asked about Russian territorial interests, Stalin replied a little ominously, 
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"There is no need to speak at the present time about any Soviet desires, but when the time 
comes we will speak." In the next weeks, there were increasing indications of a Soviet 
determination to deal unilaterally with Eastern Europe-so much so that in early February 
1944 Hull cabled Harriman in Moscow: 

Matters are rapidly approaching the point where the Soviet government will have to choose 
between the development and extension of the foundation of international cooperation as the 
guiding principle of the postwar world as against the continuance of a unilateral and arbitrary 
method of dealing with its special problems even though these problems are admittedly of 
more direct interest to the Soviet Union than to other great powers. 

As against this approach, however, Churchill, more tolerant of sphere-of-influence 
deviations, soon proposed that, with the impending liberation of the Balkans, Russia 
should run things in Rumania and Britain in Greece. Hull strongly opposed this 
suggestion but made the mistake of leaving Washington for a few days; and Roosevelt, 
momentarily free from his Wilsonian conscience, yielded to Churchill's plea for a three-
months' trial. Hull resumed the fight on his return, and Churchill postponed the matter.... 

Meanwhile Eastern Europe presented the Alliance with still another crisis that same 
September. Bulgaria, which was not at war with Russia, decided to surrender to the 
Western Allies while it still could; and the English and Americans at Cairo began to 
discuss armistice terms with Bulgarian envoys. Moscow, challenged by what it plainly 
saw as a Western intrusion into its own zone of vital interest, promptly declared war on 
Bulgaria, took over the surrender negotiations and, invoking the Italian precedent, denied 
its Western Allies any role in the Bulgarian Control Commission. In a long and 
thoughtful cable, Ambassador Harriman meditated on the problems of communication 
with the Soviet Union. "Words," he reflected, "have a different connotation to the Soviets 
than they have to us. When they speak of insisting on 'friendly governments' in their 
neighboring countries, they have in mind something quite different from what we would 
mean." The Russians, he surmised, really believed that Washington accepted "their 
position that although they would keep us informed they had the right to settle their 
problems with their western neighbors unilaterally." But the Soviet position was still in 
flux: "the Soviet government is not one mind." The problem, as Harriman had earlier told 
Harry Hopkins, was "to strengthen the hands of those around Stalin who want to play the 
game along our lines." The way to do this, he now told Hull, was to 

be understanding of their sensitivity, meet them much more than half way, encourage them 
and support them wherever we can, and yet oppose them promptly with the greatest firmness 
where we see them going wrong....The only way we can eventually come to an understanding 
with the Soviet Union on the question of noninterference in the internal affairs of other 
countries Is for us to take a definite interest in the solution of the problems of each individual 
country as they arise. 

As against Harriman's sophisticated universalist strategy, however, Churchill, 
increasingly fearful of the consequences of unrestrained competition in Eastern Europe, 
decided in early October to carry his sphere-of-influence proposal directly to Moscow. 
Roosevelt was at first content to have Churchill speak for him too and even prepared a 
cable to that effect. But Hopkins, a more rigorous universalist, took it upon himself to 
stop the cable and warn Roosevelt of its possible implications. Eventually Roosevelt sent 
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a message to Harriman in Moscow emphasizing that he expected to "retain complete 
freedom of action after this conference is over." It was now that Churchill quickly 
proposed-and Stalin as quickly acceptedthe celebrated division of southeastern Europe: 
ending (after further haggling between Eden and Molotov) with 90 percent Soviet 
predominance in Rumania, 80 percent in Bulgaria and Hungary, 50-50 in Jugloslavia, 90 
percent British predominance in Greece. 

Churchill in discussing this with Harriman used the phrase "spheres of influence." But he 
insisted that these were only "immediate wartime arrangements" and received a highly 
general blessing from Roosevelt. Yet, whatever Churchill intended, there is reason to 
believe that Stalin construed the percentages as an agreement, not a declaration; as 
practical arithmetic, not algebra. For Stalin, it should be understood, the sphere-of-
influence idea did not mean that he would abandon all efforts to spread communism in 
some other nation's sphere; it did mean that, if he tried this and the other side cracked 
down, he could not feel he had serious cause for complaint. 

Yalta remains something of an historical perplexity-less, from the perspect~ive of 1967, 
because of a mythical American deference to the sphere-of-influence thesis than because 
of the documentable Russian deference to the universalist thesis. Why should Stalin in 
1945 have accepted the Declaration on Liberated Europe and an agreement on Poland 
pledging that "the three governments will jointly" act to assure "free elections of 
governments responsive to the will of the people"? There are several probable answers: 
that the war was not over and the Russians still wanted the Americans to intensify their 
military effort in the West; that one clause in the Declaration premised action on "the 
opinion of the three governments" and thus implied a Soviet veto, though the Polish 
agreement was more definite; most of all that the universalist algebra of the Declaration 
was plainly in Stalin's mind to be construed in terms of the practical arithmetic of his 
sphere-of-influence agreement with Churchill the previous October. Stalin's assurance to 
Churchill at Yalta that a proposed Russian amendment to the Declaration would not 
apply to Greece makes it clear that Roosevelt's pieties did not, in Stalin's mind, nullify 
Churchill's percentages. He could well have been strengthened in this supposition by the 
fact that after Yalta, Churchill himself repeatedly reasserted the terms of the October 
agreement as if he regarded it, despite Yalta, as controlling. 

Harriman still had the feeling before Yalta that the Kremlin had "two approaches to their 
postwar policies" and that Stalin himself was "of two minds." One approach emphasized 
the internal reconstruction and development of Russia; the other its external expansion. 
But in the meantime the fact which dominated all political decisions-that is, the war 
against Germany-was moving into its final phase. In the weeks after Yalta, the military 
situation changed with great rapidity. As the Nazi threat declined, so too did the need for 
cooperation. The Soviet Union, feeling itself menaced by the American idea of self-
determination and the borderlands diplomacy to which it was leading, skeptical whether 
the United Nations would protect its frontiers as reliably as its own domination in Eastern 
Europe, began to fulfill its security requirements unilaterally. 

In March Stalin expressed his evaluation of the United Nations by rejecting Roosevelt's 
plea that Molotov come to the San Francisco conference, if only for the opening sessions. 
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In the next weeks the Russians emphatically and crudely worked their will in Eastern 
Europe, above all in the test country of Poland. They were ignoring the Declaration on 
Liberated Europe, ignoring the Atlantic Charter, self-determination, human freedom and 
everything else the Americans considered essential for a stable peace. "We must clearly 
recognize," Harriman wired Washington a few days before Roosevelt's death, "that the 
Soviet program is the establishment of totalitarianism, ending personal liberty and 
democracy as we know and respect it." 

At the same time, the Russians also began to mobilize Communist resources in the 
United States itself to block American universalism. In April 1945 Jacques Duclos, who 
had been the Comintern official responsible for the Western Communist parties, launched 
in Cahiers du Communisme an uncompromising attack on the policy of the American 
Communist party. Duclos sharply condemned the revisionism of Earl Browder, the 
American Communist leader, as "expressed in the concept of a long-term class peace in 
the United States, of the possibility of the suppression of the class struggle in the postwar 
period and of establishment of harmony between labor and capital." Browder was 
specifically rebuked for favoring the "self-determination" of Europe "west of the Soviet 
Union" on a bourgeois-democratic basis. The excommunication of Browderism was 
plainly the Politburo's considered reaction to the impending defeat of Germany; it was a 
signal to the Communist parties of the West that they should recover their identity; it was 
Moscow's alert to Communists everywhere that they should prepare for new policies in 
the postwar world. 

The Duclos piece obviously could not have been planned and written much later than the 
Yalta Conference-that is, well before a number of events which revisionists now cite in 
order to demonstrate American responsibility for the Cold War: before Allen Dulles, for 
example, began to negotiate the surrender of the German armies in Italy (the episode 
which provoked Stalin to charge Roosevelt with seeking a separate peace and provoked 
Roosevelt to denounce the "vile misrepresentations" of Stalin's informants); well before 
Roosevelt died; many months before the testing of the atomic bomb; even more months 
before Truman ordered that the bomb be dropped on Japan. William Z. Foster, who soon 
replaced Brower as the leader of the American Communist party and embodied the new 
Moscow line, later boasted of having said in January 1944, "A postwar Roosevelt 
administration would continue to be, as it is now, an imperialist government." With 
ancient suspicions revived by the American insistence on universalism, this was no doubt 
the conclusion which the Russians were reaching at the same time. The Soviet 
canonization of Roosevelt (like their present-day canonization of Kennedy) took place 
after the American President's death. 

The atmosphere of mutual suspicion was beginning to rise. In January 1945 Molotov 
formally proposed that the United States grant Russia a $6 billion credit for postwar 
reconstruction. With characteristic tact he explained that he was doing this as a favor to 
save America from a postwar depression. The proposal seems to have been diffidently 
made and diffidently received. Roosevelt requested that the matter "not be pressed 
further" on the American side until he had a chance to talk with Stalin; but the Russians 
did not follow it up either at Yalta in February (save for a single glancing reference) or 
during the Stalin-Hopkins talks in May or at Potsdam. Finally the proposal was renewed 
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in the very different political atmosphere of August. This time Washington inexplicably 
mislaid the request during the transfer of the records of the Foreign Economic 
Administration to the State Department. It did not turn up again until March 1946. Of 
course this was impossible for the Russians to believe; it is hard enough even for those 
acquainted with the capacity of the American government for incompetence to believe; 
and it only strengthened Soviet suspicions of American purposes. 

The American credit was one conceivable form of Western contribution to Russian 
reconstruction. Another was lend-lease, and the possibility of reconstruction aid under the 
lend-lease protocol had already been discussed in 1944. But in May 1945 Russia, like 
Britain, suffered from Truman's abrupt termination of lend-lease shipments., unfortunate 
and even brutal," Stalin told Hopkins, adding that, if it was "designed as pressure on the 
Russians in order to soften them up, then it was a fundamental mistake." A third form 
was German reparations. Here Stalin in demanding $10 billion in reparations for the 
Soviet Union made his strongest fight at Yalta. Roosevelt, while agreeing essentially with 
Churchill's opposition, tried to postpone the matter by accepting the Soviet figure as a 
"basis for discussion"-a formula which led to future misunderstanding. In short, the 
Russian hope for major Western assistance in postwar reconstruction foundered on three 
events which the Kremlin could well have interpreted respectively as deliberate sabotage 
(the loan request), blackmail (lend-lease cancellation) and pro-Germanism (reparations). 

Actually the American attempt to settle the fourth lend-lease protocol was generous and 
the Russians for their own reasons declined to come to an agreement. It is not clear, 
though, that satisfying Moscow on any of these financial scores would have made much 
essential difference. It might have persuaded some doves in the Kremlin that the U.S. 
government was genuinely friendly; it might have persuaded some hawks that the 
American anxiety for Soviet friendship was such that Moscow could do as it wished 
without inviting challenge from the United States. It would, in short, merely have 
reinforced both sides of the Kremlin debate; it would hardly have reversed deeper 
tendencies toward the deterioration of political relationships. Economic deals were surely 
subordinate to the quality of mutual political confidence; and here, in the months after 
Yalta, the decay was steady. 

The Cold War had now begun. It was the product not of a decision but of a dilemma. 
Each side felt compelled to adopt policies which the other could not but regard as a threat 
to the principles of the peace. Each then felt compelled to undertake defensive measures. 
Thus the Russians saw no choice but to consolidate their security in Eastern Europe. The 
Americans, regarding Eastern Europe as the first step toward Western Europe, responded 
by asserting their interest in the zone the Russians deemed vital to their security. The 
Russians concluded that the West was resuming its old course of capitalist encirclement; 
that it was purposefully laying the foundation for anti-Soviet regimes in the area defined 
by the blood of centuries as crucial to Russian survival. Each side believed with passion 
that future international stability depended on the success of its own conception of world 
order. Each side, in pursuing its own clearly indicated and deeply cherished principles, 
was only confirming the fear of the other that it was bent on aggression. 
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Very soon the process began to acquire a cumulative momentum. The impending 
collapse of Germany thus provoked new troubles: the Russians, for example, sincerely 
feared that the West was planning a separate surrender of the German armies in Italy in a 
way which would release troops for Hitler's eastern front, as they subsequently feared 
that the Nazis might succeed in surrendering Berlin to the West. This was the context in 
which the atomic bomb now appeared. Though the revisionist argument that Truman 
dropped the bomb less to defeat Japan than to intimidate Russia is not convincing, this 
thought unquestionably appealed to some in Washington as at least an advantageous side-
effect of Hiroshima. 

So the machinery of suspicion and countersuspicion, action and counteraction, was set in 
motion. But, given relations among traditional national states, there was still no reason, 
even with all the postwar jostling, why this should not have remained a manageable 
situation. What made it unmanageable, what caused the rapid escalation of the Cold War 
and in another two years completed the division of Europe, was a set of considerations 
which this account has thus far excluded. 

Up to this point, the discussion has considered the schism within the wartime coalition as 
if it were entirely the result of disagreements among national states. Assuming this 
framework, there was unquestionably a failure of communication between America and 
Russia, a misperception of signals and, as time went on, a mounting tendency to ascribe 
ominous motives to the other side. It seems hard, for example, to deny that American 
postwar policy created genuine difficulties for the Russians and even assumed a 
threatening aspect for them. All this the revisionists have rightly and usefully 
emphasized. 

But the great omission of the revisionists-and also the fundamental explanation of the 
speed with which the Cold War escalated -lies precisely in the fact that the Soviet Union 
was not a traditional national state. This is where the "mirror image," invoked by some 
psychologists, falls down. For the Soviet Union was a phenomenon very different from 
America or Britain: it was a totalitarian state, endowed with an all-explanatory, all-
consuming ideology, committed to the infallibility of government and party, still in a 
somewhat messianic mood, equating dissent with treason, and ruled by a dictator who, 
for all his quite extraordinary abilities, had his paranoid moments. 

Marxism-Leninism gave the Russian leaders a view of the world according to which all 
societies were inexorably destined to proceed along appointed roads by appointed stages 
until they achieved the classless nirvana. Moreover, given the resistance of the capitalists 
to this development, the existence of any non-Communist state was by definition a threat 
to the Soviet Union. "As long as capitalism and socialism exist," Lenin wrote, "we cannot 
live in peace: in the end, one or the other will triumph-a funeral dirge will be sung either 
over the Soviet Republic or over world capitalism." 

Stalin and his associates, whatever Roosevelt or Truman did or failed to do, were bound 
to regard the United States as the enemy, not because of this deed or that, but because of 
the primordial fact that America was the leading capitalist power and thus, by Leninist 
syllogism, unappeasably hostile, driven by the logic of its system to oppose, encircle and 
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destroy Soviet Russia. Nothing the United States could have done in 1944-45 would have 
abolished this mistrust, required and sanctified as it was by Marxist gospel-nothing short 
of the conversion of the United States into a Stalinist despotism; and even this would not 
have sufficed, as the experience of Jugoslavia and China soon showed, unless it were 
accompanied by total subservience to Moscow. So long as the United States remained a 
capitalist democracy, no American policy, given Moscow's theology, could hope to win 
basic Soviet confidence, and every American action was poisoned from the source. So 
long as the Soviet Union remained a messianic state, ideology compelled a steady 
expansion of Communist power.... 

A temporary recession of ideology was already taking place durIng the Second World 
War when Stalin, to rally his people against the invader, had to replace the appeal of 
Marxism by that of nationalism. ("We are under no illusions that they are fighting for us," 
Stalin once said to Harriman. "They are fighting for Mother Russia.") But this was still 
taking place within the strictest limitations. The Soviet Union remained as much a police 
state as ever; the regime was as infallible as ever; foreigners and their ideas were as 
suspect as ever. "Never, except possibly during my later experience as ambassador in 
Moscow," Kennan has written, "did the insistence of the Soviet authorities on isolation of 
the diplomatic corps weigh more heavily on me . . . than in these first weeks following 
my return to Russia in the final months of the war.... [We were] treated as though we 
were the bearers of some species of the plague"-which, of course, from the Soviet 
viewpoint, they were: the plague of skepticism. 

Paradoxically, of the forces capable of bringing about a modification of ideology, the 
most practical and effective was the Soviet dictatorship itself. If Stalin was an ideologist, 
he was also a pragmatist. If he saw everything through the lenses of Marxism-Leninism, 
he also, as the infallible expositor of the faith, could reinterpret Marxism-Leninism to 
justify anything he wanted to do at any given moment. No doubt Roosevelt's ignorance of 
Marxism-Leninism was inexcusable and led to grievous miscalculations. But Roosevelt's 
efforts to work on and through Stalin were not so hopelessly naive as it used to be 
fashionable to think. With the extraordinary instinct of a great political leader, Roosevelt 
intuitively understood that Stalin was the only [ever available to the West against the 
Leninist ideology and the Soviet system. If Stalin could be reached, then alone was there 
a chance of getting the Russians to act contrary to the prescriptions of their faith. The best 
evidence is that Roosevelt retained a certain capacity to influence Stalin to the end; the 
nominal Soviet acquiescence in American universalism as late as Yalta was perhaps an 
indication of that. It is in this way that the death of Roosevelt was crucial-not in the 
vulgar sense that his policy was then reversed by his successor, which did not happen, but 
in the sense that no other American could hope to have the restraining impact on Stalin 
which Roosevelt might for a while have had. 

Stalin alone could have made any difference. Yet Stalin, in spite of the impression of 
sobriety and realism he made on Westerners who saw him during the Second World War, 
was plainly a man of deep and morbid obsessions and compulsions. When he was still a 
young man, Lenin had criticized his rude and arbitrary ways. A reasonably authoritative 
observer IN. S. Khrushchev) later commented, "These negative characteristics of his 
developed steadily and during the last years acquired an absolutely insufferable 



Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., Origins of the Cold War 

 12 

character." His paranoia, probably set off by the suicide of his wife in 1932, led to the 
terrible purges of the mid-thirties and the wanton murder of thousands of his Bolshevik 
comrades. "Everywhere and in everything," Khrushchev says of this period, "he saw 
'enemies,' 'doubledealers' and 'spies.' " The crisis of war evidently steadied him in some 
way, though Khrushchev speaks of his "nervousness and hysteria ... even after the war 
began." The madness, so rigidly controlled for a time, burst out with new and shocking 
intensity in the postwar years. "After the war," Khrushchev testifies, 

the situation became even more complicated. Stalin became even more capricious, 
irritable and brutal; in particular, his suspicion grew. His persecution mania reached 
unbelievable dimensions.. ..He decided everything, without any consideration for anyone 
or anything. Stalin's wilfulness showed itself ... also in the international relations of the 
Soviet Union. . . . He had completely lost a sense of reality; he demonstrated his 
suspicion and haughtiness not only in relation to individuals in the USSR, but in relation 
to whole parties and nations. 

A revisionist fallacy has been to treat Stalin as just another Realpolitik statesman, as 
Second World War revisionists see Hitler as just another Stresemann or Bismarck. But 
the record makes it clear that in the end nothing could satisfy Stalin's paranoia. His own 
associates failed. Why does anyone suppose that any conceivable American policy would 
have succeeded? 

An analysis of the origins of the Cold War which leaves out these factors-the 
intransigence of Leninist ideology, the sinister dynamics of a totalitarian society, and the 
madness of Stalin-is obviously incomplete. It was these factors which made it hard for 
the West to accept the thesis that Russia was moved only by a desire to protect its 
security and would be satisfied by the control of Eastern Europe; it was these factors 
which charged the debate between universalism and spheres of influence with 
apocalyptic potentiality. 

Leninism and totalitarianism created a structure of thought and behavior which made 
postwar collaboration between Russia and America-in any normal sense of civilized 
intercourse between national states-inherently impossible. The Soviet dictatorship of 
1945 simply could not have survived such a collaboration. Indeed, nearly a quarter-
century later, the Soviet regime, though it has meanwhile moved a good distance, could 
still hardly survive it without risking the release inside Russia of energies profoundly 
opposed to Communist despotism. As for Stalin, he may have represented the only force 
in 1945 capable of overcoming Stalinism, but the very traits which enabled him to win 
absolute power expressed terrifying instabilities of mind and temperament and hardly 
offered a solid foundation for a peaceful world.... 

The point of no return came on July 2, 1947, when Molotov, after bringing eighty-nine 
technical specialists with him to Paris and evincing initial interest in the project for 
European reconstruction, received the hot flash from the Kremlin, denounced the whole 
idea and walked out of the conference. For the next fifteen years the Cold War raged 
unabated, passing out of historical ambiguity into the realm of good versus evil and 
breeding on both sides simplifications, stereotypes and self-serving absolutes, often 
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couched in interchangeable phrases. Under the pressure even America, for a deplorable 
decade, forsook its pragmatic and pluralist traditions, posed as God's appointed 
messenger to ignorant and sinful man and followed the Soviet example in looking to a 
world remade in its own image. 

In retrospect, if it is impossible to see the Cold War as a case of American aggression and 
Russian response, it is also hard to see it as a pure case of Russian aggression and 
American response. "In what is truly tragic," wrote Hegel, "there must be valid moral 
powers on both the sides which come into collision.... Both suffer loss and yet both are 
mutually justified." In this sense, the Cold War had its tragic elements. The question 
remains whether it was an instance of Greek tragedy-as Auden has called it, "the tragedy 
of necessity," where the feeling aroused in the spectator is "What a pity it had to be this 
way"-or of Christian tragedy, "the tragedy of possibility," where the feeling aroused is 
"What a pity it was this way when it might have been otherwise." 

Once something has happened, the historian is tempted to assume that it had to happen; 
but this may often be a highly unphilosophical assumption. The Cold War could have 
been avoided only if the Soviet Union had not been possessed by convictions both of the 
infallibility of the Communist word and of the inevitability of a Communist world. These 
convictions transformed an impasse between national states into a religious war, a 
tragedy of possibility into one of necessity. One might wish that America had preserved 
the poise and proportion of the first years of the Cold War and had not in time succumbed 
to its own forms of self-righteousness. But the most rational of American policies could 
hardly have averted the Cold War. Only today, as Russia begins to recede from its 
messianic mission and to accept, in practice if not yet in principle, the permanence of the 
world of diversity, only now can the hope flicker that this long, dreary, costly contest 
may at last be taking on forms less dramatic, less obsessive and less dangerous to the 
future of mankind. 


