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INTRODUCTION



Catalytic Choices


Two East German Success Stories


One of the new countries created by the Cold War was called the German Democratic Republic (GDR), or, more informally, East Germany. It was the communist Germany.


With its sixteen million inhabitants enjoying some of the highest living standards in the socialist world, as the year 1989 began the GDR seemed solid as a rock. The standard text on East Germany said that it “is apparently one of the world’s most stable regimes.”1


To pick one kind of GDR success story as 1989 began, consider a scientist, a woman who had established her position in a field founded and dominated by men. She was a researcher working in the GDR’s Central Institute of Physical Chemistry, a part of the country’s Academy of Sciences. She had received her doctorate in physics a few years earlier.


In some ways it was not a difficult job. She did not have to teach. Hardly anyone outside a small circle of fellow scientists could even understand what she did or evaluate her work. Her field was the study of the quantum characteristics of subatomic particles.


The scientist was the daughter of a small-town Lutheran pastor and a former schoolteacher. Her friends used to call her “Kasi” (her last name was Kasner). The communist government did not care much for pastors. But Kasi’s father—who had moved from a parish in West Germany to East Germany in loyal obedience to the Lutheran Church hierarchy—had stayed out of politics. He eventually headed a Lutheran seminary.


Kasi’s father had always been carefully monitored by the efficient and omnipresent East German secret police (the Stasi, short for “State Security” in German). Informers reported that Pastor Kasner appeared to adopt the Communist Party line in the internal politics of the Lutheran Church; he was certainly willing to critique capitalist greed and consumerism.


Life was not always easy. Kasi’s hardworking, “meticulous” father would tell fellow seminarians how “he had left the West out of free will and about how hard he had worked and he nevertheless was convinced that all was in vain and that the Church—even in his lifetime—would shrink and most parishes would lose their pastor.”


Kasi’s mother could not take up a teaching job. She knew how to teach English and Latin. The East German government had little interest in hiring women to teach those subjects, especially not in a small town.


The government-set income was below average. But Kasi’s family made their way, occasionally getting gift packages and money from their relatives in the West.


Kasi was a gifted student in school. As expected from a star student, she had joined the Communist Party’s youth organization. She wore its uniform, with its instantly recognizable indigo blue colors, to school. She won prizes. She studied all the time.


The only foreign language taught was Russian. Kasi devoted herself to becoming fluent in it, enjoying Russian culture. Her other star subject was mathematics, where she was good enough to do well in national competitions.


While Kasi was young, the family could vacation and visit relatives in West Germany. That changed when she was seven years old. When she returned from an August 1961 holiday in Bavaria, East German soldiers were unrolling the barbed wire to fence off the border for good behind what the government called its “antifascist protection wall.”


Kasi remembered how, in church that Sunday, “people cried. My mother cried too. We couldn’t fathom what had happened.” Later, in 1968, her parents were upset by the Soviet-led invasion in Czechoslovakia, a country her family had visited. The invasion crushed that country’s experiment with “socialism with a human face.”


As a schoolgirl, Kasi was no athlete or social standout, but she had friends. She was well organized and helpful to her classmates. Her skill in the Russian language won her a trip to Moscow. She received a place in an elite high school. Again, her grades were excellent. She was invited to go on to a university and receive a rare, prized higher education provided by the state.


At the last moment, though, the precious opportunity to go to a university almost collapsed. With her graduating high school classmates, Kasi joined in staging for the school an anti-imperialist school play. The expected theme would attack the American war in Vietnam. Instead, the students, in a sort of end-of-school rebellious way, performed a play praising the anti-Portuguese liberation movement in Mozambique. They even worked in a quote from a satirical writer who vaguely alluded to a “wall.”


Those in charge were not amused by this play-acting about liberation and references to a “wall” (like the one that now enclosed the East Germans). The school authorities planned to punish all the students by taking away their university admissions. They had used such a punishment before.


Kasi’s father, and other well-connected fathers, all desperately pulled strings to get the decision turned around. They succeeded. The students’ teacher lost his job, but Kasi was able to go on to the University of Leipzig.


She had originally thought of studying medicine. Instead, she decided to concentrate on physics. This was a field as far from politics as she could possibly get. Naturally she had to take her required classes in Marxist political economy. She also did a little work on the side as a barmaid in the student watering hole, the Thirsty Pegasus.


Ninety percent of her classmates were men. One became her boyfriend, then her husband. As a married couple, it was easier to persuade the state housing office to assign them an apartment. She and her husband both pursued advanced studies. His field was optics. She stayed with physics.


At an initial job interview, the Stasi recruited Kasi to become an informant. She would have become one of millions planted in practically every workplace. Kasi dodged this duty. She found a way to put the Stasi recruiters off without getting in trouble. “My parents always told me to tell Stasi officers that I was a chatterbox and someone who couldn’t keep my mouth shut. And I also told them that I didn’t know if I could keep this secret from my husband.”


She did manage to keep at least one secret from him. It was a big one. He was quite surprised when “suddenly one day she packed her bags and left the apartment we shared.” The couple had grown apart after a few years together.


Kasi kept her husband’s last name, by which she was now known. She completed her doctoral work in 1986 after eight years of not-too-hurried postgraduate research. She published an article in a peer-reviewed Western journal, Chemical Physics.


Again a single woman, childless, she made a quiet life for herself. The GDR did not have much resources and infrastructure for lab research in subatomic particles. She and her friends at the research institute, including a skeptical fellow physicist with whom she became close, would frequently talk politics. They were not “political” people, but they were attentive.


Kasi was not outspoken. But she was observant. She was careful. And she had a dry sense of humor. Being scientists, she and her friends had unusual access to books and travel, although their activities were carefully monitored. She was even allowed to make a trip to the West, to visit West Germany.


In the late 1980s, in private conversation, she and her friends would analyze the arguments of East German dissenters. These dissidents were usually in prison or exiled to the West. Their books were banned in the GDR but illegal copies were smuggled around. Kasi and her friends also would discuss the unrest and martial law in nearby Poland, which they had visited. They would discuss the fascinating news coming out of Moscow, about the reform plans of the Soviet Union’s new leader, Mikhail Gorbachev. With her Russian, Kasi could herself read the Soviet newspaper Pravda to dissect the latest developments. She and her friends could usually tune in to a West German radio station or TV, if they were lucky enough to share a TV.


As 1989 began, the thirty-four-year-old scientist had her usual routines. She took bike rides on country roads. She had her weekly sauna and drinks with a friend. She did nothing to worry the Stasi, nothing to call attention to herself. The head of her department at the research institute thought she was a good worker. “One gets the impression,” he said, that “she is on to something, she works diligently toward a goal but she is also a woman who has a mind of her own.”
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As 1989 began, another young professional was carving out a successful career in East Germany. He was an intelligence officer. He worked on the Stasi’s side of the street. He and his Stasi friends were making a good living watching the East German people and any foreigners who happened to be passing through, including the Soviet troops and civilians based in the country. Though he was not German, this particular watcher was fluent enough in the German language to be able to pass as one. “I have two natures,” he would say, “and one of them is German.”


With his wife and two baby girls he was living in the East German city of Dresden, in the southeastern corner of the country, not far from the border with Czechoslovakia. The watcher lived in an apartment complex shared by Stasi families.


He was Russian, a citizen of the Soviet Union. He was a lieutenant colonel in the Soviet secret service, then called the KGB. The lieutenant colonel was living the dream.


When he was a boy of fifteen, young Volodya had been entranced by the most popular movie in the Soviet Union that year, called The Shield and the Sword. He had watched it again and again. The movie’s fictional hero was a Soviet secret agent, a major. The major had pretended to be a German in order to infiltrate the ranks of the enemy forces. There the secret agent changed history, a heroically successful spy and saboteur. Decades later, Volodya could still remember the lyrics of the movie’s theme song, “Whence Does the Motherland Begin.” He recalled being inspired by the film’s story of how “one man’s effort could achieve what whole armies could not.”


Volodya was a child of the working class. His family was from a great city once called St. Petersburg, renamed Leningrad by the new Soviet Union.


Volodya’s parents’ lives were molded by war. In 1941, the Germans had invaded the Soviet Union. Their armies reached the outskirts of Leningrad. Returning to military service, Volodya’s father had barely survived the initial months of fighting. Badly wounded, he made it back to a hospital in Leningrad. There he was reunited with his wife.


The Germans besieged Leningrad for nearly three years. Volodya’s father and mother both almost died. They endured some of the most extreme experiences humans can suffer—of shelling, bombing, and near-starvation. Two of Volodya’s uncles, on his father’s side, died in the war. Another of his uncles, on his mother’s side, lost his life in the war too—but not at the hands of the Germans. Like many thousands of others, he disappeared after being tried by a Soviet military tribunal for alleged dereliction of duty.


Volodya’s eldest brother died before he was born, succumbing to illness before the war. His other brother also died before Volodya was born, a victim of malnutrition and illness during the German siege. Volodya was born after the war. The father, still limping from his wound, became a factory worker and loyal Communist Party member. The mother did all kinds of menial labor. The parents doted on their only surviving child.


Volodya’s childhood was poor, rough-and-tumble. But as he entered his teenage years, everything started turning for the better for him, as he found a focus pursuing two passions.


One of these life-changing passions was sports, specifically judo. He joined a sports club and became a skilled competitor, staying with it through his college years. It could be rough, he remembered, as “people would break their arms or legs. Matches were a form of torture. And training was hard, too.” If Volodya could avoid serious injury, he might go on to compete regularly at the national and Olympic level.


His other passion took precedence, however. That was his determination to find some way to get into the security services. His dream was to get into the KGB itself.


Having disciplined himself through his sports training, Volodya studied hard to get into the prestigious local school, Leningrad State University. Most of the places at the university were reserved for army veterans. There were few chances for kids straight out of high school. But Volodya made it. His favorite subjects in high school had been German and history.


At university, he studied law. He had heard that this was a favored subject for KGB aspirants. As he was completing college, his dream came true. A KGB recruiter asked him, “How would you feel if you were invited to work in the agencies?”


Volodya’s answer was ready. The KGB’s background, and the memory of the massacres and purges of the Stalin era, meant nothing to him. “My notion of the KGB came from romantic spy stories. I was a pure and utterly successful product of Soviet patriotic education.” He joined in 1975.


Volodya quickly found that the work “wasn’t what I had imagined.” His first assignments were in counterintelligence in Leningrad. That meant his job was to watch fellow Soviets and foreign visitors. He remembered once asking whether an operational plan followed the law.


His supervisor “was taken aback. ‘What law?’”


Volodya cited the law.


“‘But we have instructions,’ his supervisor said.… The men in the room didn’t seem to understand what Volodya was talking about.


“Without a trace of irony, the old fellow said, ‘For us, instructions are the main law.’ And that was that.”


Volodya remembered that he “was never a dissident. My career was shaping up well.” He was able to get training in foreign intelligence work at an elite KGB school near Moscow. His fluency in German was a clear plus.


At the KGB special school, he was rated as a good officer, but not a star. So back he went to Leningrad.


Finally, Volodya did get a posting outside of the Soviet Union, and it was to Germany! But it was inside the Soviet bloc, to the GDR. There, he was assigned to a relatively minor post out in the provinces, to join the half dozen KGB men in Dresden. They were well away from the main action in the capital, East Berlin.


Arriving in 1985, Volodya went about his work in partnership with the hundreds of East German Stasi officials covering that region of the country. As 1989 began, he had been in Dresden for nearly four years. He had been in the KGB for almost fourteen. He was thirty-six years old.


Though his office was always on the lookout for traveling foreigners or others who might offer information about the NATO adversaries, an important part of the work was to follow up possible security issues in his part of East Germany. He and his colleagues could look for possible foreign spies (they found none). Or they could try to recruit interesting foreigners at one of the universities in their region, or track misbehaving Soviets who were stationed or traveling in their area. Or, working with the Stasi, they could follow activities among the East Germans themselves.


“Everyone thinks that intelligence is interesting,” Volodya recalled. “Do you know that ninety percent of all the intelligence information is obtained from an agent’s network made up of ordinary Soviet citizens? These agents decide to work for the interests of the state.” In East Germany, the only big difference was that “a large part of our work was done through citizens of the GDR.”


Volodya’s work record was satisfactory. He was promoted. By 1989 he was the deputy head of the KGB’s small rezidentura in Dresden. He had a medal for “outstanding services” to the East German army, not an unusual award for someone in his position.


He was more uneasy about developments back home in the Soviet Union. Sometimes a fellow KGB officer would visit and tell disturbing stories, like the ones he heard from a veteran of KGB operations during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. The disillusioned veteran confided to Volodya, “‘You know, I judge the results of my work by the number of documents that I did not sign.’ That really stunned me,” Volodya remembered.


Volodya’s boss had been outraged at the end of 1986 when the new Soviet leader, Gorbachev, had released the famous dissident scientist Andrei Sakharov. Volodya was not so bothered. To an office mate, he confided that it might take the “military superiority of the West” to “bring the unconstrained masters in the Kremlin to their senses.” To another friend, he even voiced support for the idea that the next Soviet president should be elected.


Volodya and his wife liked life in the GDR. Their second daughter had been born there. His wife, Lyudmila, remembered, “The streets were clean. They would wash the windows once a week. There was an abundance of goods—not like what they had in West Germany, of course, but still better than in Russia.”


It did seem to Volodya that the GDR was “a harshly totalitarian country,” like the Soviet Union had been a generation earlier. He wondered, “If some changes in the USSR begin, how would it affect the lives of these people?” On the other hand, at the time he thought “it was hard to imagine” any abrupt changes coming to the GDR.
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It was indeed hard to imagine. The Cold War had created the GDR. As the Second World War came to an end in 1945, in first Europe, then much of Asia, and then around the world there were warring camps of rival ideological systems. For generations, divided Europe was also an armed camp, partitioned by barbed wire and minefields, with millions of soldiers readied for war, massing tens of thousands of armored fighting vehicles and thousands of nuclear weapons, regularly conducting large exercises to prepare for apocalyptic confrontation. It was hard to imagine great change, hard to envision just how the Cold War might end. If it did end, then one would have to dream up some notion of what might happen after that, including in the “harshly totalitarian” GDR.


No one could see how the Cold War might end in a way that extinguished East Germany, the entire socialist system of which it was a part, and then even the Soviet Union itself. It was hard to imagine how a divided world would disintegrate and a different one would take its place.


As their world fell apart, Kasi and Volodya would have to build new lives in this different world, along with millions of others. A handful of leaders might change the surrounding structures. Then it would be up to people like Kasi and Volodya to remake and rechart their lives.


They did. In fact, these two onetime East German success stories would eventually meet and get to know each other. By that time, they were among the handful of leaders making the big choices.


Kasi is now better known by her full married name: Angela Merkel. She made choices that would eventually bring her to the summit of political power—in a new, united Germany.


Volodya is now better known by his formal name: Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin. He too made choices, choices that would eventually also bring him to the summit of political power—in a new, diminished Russia.2


One is a chancellor in reunited Berlin. The other is a president in the Kremlin in Moscow.



Ups and Downs



History can seem like it has its ups and downs. People try to solve problems. Sometimes they do. All the solutions eventually have problems too, some old, some new.


Perhaps, when we succeed, the new problems are not as terrifying as the ones that went before. Perhaps, when we succeed, the new problems offer more scope for people to realize more of their human potential, more scope for freedom and the pursuit of happiness.


The Cold War certainly had its ups and downs. As it recedes into history it looks like it was a frozen standoff. But lived at the time, it was more like a frightening roller-coaster ride. The West had its scares in the late 1940s and early 1950s.


In the mid-1950s, after the 1953 death of Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, the communist world was riven by doubt and fierce debate. There were huge protests and even violent revolts in East Germany, Poland, and Hungary. The revolts were crushed.


Communism evolved. By the late 1950s it again seemed to be on the upswing, reaching new frontiers in science and new adherents in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.


By the end of the 1950s it was the freer, capitalist part of the world, referred to in shorthand as “the West” (though it very much included countries like Japan) that was full of doubt. Western leaders were alarmed. The communists—first into outer space—seemed to have both know-how and might on their side.


In the early 1960s, some of this gloom dissipated. Capitalism and the West seemed to revive. The peak of Cold War confrontation seemed to have passed.


Yet by the end of the 1960s and the early 1970s, the West felt it had descended into an even more profound, pervasive crisis. There was the awful war in Vietnam. A pro-democracy movement in Czechoslovakia was crushed by Soviet tanks. Once-flourishing capitalist economies sputtered with inflation and unemployment. Riots burned city centers in America. Terrorism plagued countries across Western Europe.


Yet by the late 1980s, the Atlantic world and East Asia had once again regained much of their confidence. That is the story we begin with in chapter 1. Some of these choices were made by leaders in Europe, China, and the United States. Others were made by judges and civil rights lawyers or activists on both sides of the Atlantic; still more were made by American innovators who pioneered a liberating idea of personal computing.


The communist world seemed to have been riding high during the 1970s. More states—in Africa, Latin America, and Asia—came under communist rule, welcoming troops or advisers from the Soviet Union or its allies.


Yet their roller coaster dipped down again. By the 1980s it was the communist world’s turn to go through another of its phases of disappointment and doubt. The crisis of communism became general.


What then changed, more profoundly, was the whole system itself. Instead of a seesaw tipping back and forth between the rival sides, a truly global system replaced the divided world that had gone before. Most of the crucial design choices for this new system were set between 1988 and 1992.


This book is about how Kasi and Volodya’s world collapsed. It is about the design of the new world in which they would become leaders. Unlike some other “end of the Cold War” books, even one that we wrote nearly twenty-five years ago, this book is less about endings and more about acts of creation.


What to call this new system? To call it a “post–Cold War system” says, literally, almost nothing. Dry references to a “liberal international order” are not much better.


Instead of a system designed for rival blocs to compete in a divided world and prepare for a third world war, the new system designed at the beginning of the 1990s was meant to be truly global. Its designers hoped they were laying the foundation for a global commonwealth of free nations. They sought an open and civilized world, where people everywhere might find a sense of identity, security, and material well-being.


All the principal leaders who dominate much of this book, men and women like Mikhail Gorbachev, Helmut Kohl, François Mitterrand, George H. W. Bush, Jacques Delors, and Margaret Thatcher, were part of a “postwar” generation. They never forgot that. To them, the shadow of war was always there.


Imagine the hopes and fears of this generation. To most of these men and women, words like “tyranny,” “freedom,” “war,” and “security” were not empty abstractions. They brought back very real traumas.


Wounded at the start of the Second World War, Mitterrand had escaped from a prison camp, and then later had to literally run for his life, dashing breathlessly through alleys to escape Gestapo agents hunting him in wartime Paris. As a young political leader in the late 1950s, he was forced by France’s internal war over Algeria to again be on the lookout, this time watching for French assassins.


When he was a teenager, Delors’s best friend was arrested running messages for the Resistance. That friend was sent to Auschwitz. He died there, as did his father.


When she was a teenager, Thatcher had walked by the blasted shells of bombed-out streets and grown up with the end of empire. Even when she was a young member of Parliament in the early 1960s, her country was still struggling to recover from the deprivation and damage of past wars, full of obsolete housing, “derelict” dockyards, and antiquated factories, its railways in “ghastly shape.” France’s leader had just brusquely refused to let Britain join the new European Economic Community. As Thatcher attended her party’s annual conference in 1964, the leading Conservative newspaper headlined a speech in which a minister pledged “to keep Britain a first-class nation.”3


Thatcher’s West German counterpart, Kohl, had grown up in a country far more devastated than England. In Kohl’s childhood, ruins were part of the landscape. His friends scavenged for food. He was named Helmut after his father’s brother, dead in an earlier war. He came of age mourning another brother, his own, who never came home from the last war.


Gorbachev’s foreign minister, Eduard Shevardnadze, also mourned a brother who had not come home from war, one among millions. Other memories were kept quieter. Gorbachev’s family remembered when their region was briefly overrun by German troops during 1942. The Germans were not there long enough to do much harm. But afterward, both of Gorbachev’s grandfathers had been arrested by Stalin’s secret police. Although they were fortunate and eventually released, the family remembered.


Bush had piloted a plane off aircraft carriers. Shot out of the sky during a Pacific island raid, he had to bail out into the ocean. He counted himself lucky, saved miraculously by a nearby American submarine. His crewmen did not survive.


One could go on and on with such examples among many of the top officials in these governments, men and women who spent much of their lives living in the shadow of wars past and the next war to come. They had become successful and prominent. They were politicians, worldly wise, often cynical. Yet, across the years, they still bore the marks of their memories.


None of these leaders were nostalgic about the postwar, Cold War world. They did not yearn to recover the broken world of their youth. They wanted to build something new and different, dramatically and profoundly different, so that future generations would inherit a better world than the one in which they had grown up.


In 1988 and 1989 they saw their supreme chance. The Cold War was ending. Another era was beginning. At such times, leaders with a vision for the future can make a difference.


An overall vision was essential, but abstract hopes were not enough. Leaders had to make concrete choices and design solutions.


Like a stream that narrows and rushes faster and faster as it approaches a channel and a waterfall, crucial choices began accumulating during the late 1970s and the 1980s. In 1989 the cataract began and leaders all had to shoot through the hole and navigate the rapids. There, no guide wielding an oar has full control. The guide tries a few key moves; the team paddles hard. Gasping, pushing, they try to miss the big rocks and find smoother water.
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Most of this book looks back at recent history, but it is not a conventional narrative of all the major events. It is written as an analytical history of the major choices.


Our approach focuses on leaders and their teams, but the views of ordinary citizens remain an essential part of the situation. For example, in chapter 4 we describe a series of choices and running arguments about when and how to unify Germany. What evolved were two basic sets of positions, with both sides consciously, constantly reacting to popular sentiment. The leaders, interacting with publics, were trying to steer and channel what citizens wanted, expected, or thought might be possible.


The leaders could not settle the matter on their own. Instead they set up two large alternatives being put to the vote in the East German election of March 1990. That election was being powerfully affected by West German opinion, which was also split, as was opinion across Europe. Each side used diplomacy to influence public opinion. Until the votes were counted, it was not at all obvious which side would win.


History is path dependent. Once people have made certain choices, other possibilities fade away, lost among the speculative might-have-beens. We have tried to zero in on the moments of important choice. At those moments, we call out the other possibilities plausibly available at the time. We invite readers to notice and reflect on whether they would have made those choices. We try to recover some sense of the situations and concerns that people could perceive at the time.


One value of this approach is to help demystify some of what policymaking is all about. We do think several leaders performed skillfully. Rather than just say so, we help show what that means. Readers can judge for themselves.


Another value of this approach is that it does a little more to unpack the relevant mix of judgments that interact in choices. These are a mix of beliefs about values (what do we care about?), reality (what’s going on?), and action (what can we do?).4 Here is what went into the deconstruction of one system and the creation of another. Thus readers who wonder about what to do now can better relate the judgment calls of the past to those to be made today.


Operating Principles for a Different World


Leaders inherit their circumstances. Facing those circumstances between 1988 and 1992, some leaders chose, quite deliberately, to transform the basic operating principles of whole societies. They chose to abolish countries and create new ones. They chose to roll back and substantially disarm the largest and most dangerous military confrontation in the world.


But, like all human creations, their new system made trade-offs, had flaws, and set up new issues. A series of crises that we review in chapter 7 bring us forward to the present. We wrote this book because, as we approach another time of rethinking the global system, it is worth studying how and why we got the one we have.


Phrases like “international system” can seem very academic. In this book, what we mean by a “system” boils down to a set of a half dozen or so basic operating principles for how states and communities interact.


The basic operating principles for the old Cold War system were about:




• How the leading opponents (the United States, the Soviet Union, and sometimes China) viewed each other and their struggle;


• How each side organized its military alliances and armed forces for a possible war;


• How they carried on their struggle for the ideologically uncommitted regions of the world;


• How they ran their home economies;


• And how they viewed norms for international finance and trade.




Applying those basic Cold War operating principles in Europe, that meant there had to be operating principles about:




• How to think of the future of Germany (“the German question”);


• How to conceive the future of Western Europe;


• And how to envision the future of communist-controlled Eastern Europe (then usually defined as the area between Western Europe and the Soviet Union, although much of the Soviet Union was also in the eastern part of Europe).




For example, the German question noted above actually stayed open, debated, for a while after 1945. By the early 1950s it had been provisionally settled. Germany would be much reduced in size. It would be divided into two separate states, one communist and one not. This division was not abstract. Watchtowers, machine guns, minefields, and barbed wire defined the contours; diverging ways of life defined the interiors.


Much of the politics of the early Cold War was about whether to make that provisional settlement permanent. A series of treaties in the early 1970s, capped by a 1975 “Final Act” signed in Helsinki by thirty-five states, seemed to make it permanent, its borders “inviolable,” to be changed only “by peaceful means and by agreement.” By the late 1980s the great powers regarded the German question as having been scratched from the list of open questions in the Cold War system, off the table. A divided Germany with two German states was not only a historical fact, it was a historical necessity. The basic future of Eastern Europe was also thought to have been scratched off the list of open issues.


These principles may seem abstract. But they filter into dominating, everyday realities for ordinary people: Putin going to work at his KGB office, watching the West and possible internal dissidents; Merkel a state employee contributing to government science, wary about who was listening to what she was saying, wondering about new research in the West or how to arrange a rare foreign trip.


The Cold War system assumed a world divided between two fundamentally opposed sets of ideas for how to organize modern societies. In each, believers sincerely thought their way of organizing society was imperfect but essentially good. They thought that the alternative model was essentially bad, even profoundly evil.


These beliefs were not lightly arrived at or lightly held. They had been developed and refined as systematic ideologies since the late nineteenth century. The consequences of such beliefs molded lives, just as communism had molded the lives of Merkel and Putin, their families, and many millions more.
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As the Cold War system began to disintegrate in 1988 and 1989, the old questions resurfaced and then began turning into a whole new set of questions. We show how leaders started framing and making choices that accumulated into a new operating system for the world.


At the beginning of the 1990s, the crucial choices set vectors, general directions, about:




• How to provide security? What should be the roles of the superpowers?


• How should a global economy work?


• How should Europe evolve? More European integration? For which parts of Europe?


• How should “the German question” be resolved?


• What about the future of Eastern Europe?


• What about the future of the reforming Soviet Union?




The basic approaches for all these questions were largely set by the end of 1992.


We invite readers to look over the shoulders of those who were making these choices. Consider what might have happened had another plausible path been chosen. To help, at each stage we offer a running map of the big issues and the key choices in play.


The Blindness of Hindsight


Macro-changes often arise from micro-choices. The crucial choices are not always obvious. The historian’s microscope can help.


For instance, in chapter 4 we retell the story of the opening of the Berlin Wall during the night of November 9–10, 1989. The East German government did not choose to do this. Nor had protesters organized to assault and force it open. Then why did this momentous result happen? It was set off by a bureaucratic screwup, which we detail. But the Berlin Wall story, taken alone, can mislead. It creates an illusion of accident, of chance.


In the story of the collapse of the East German dictatorship, a real choice, the choice that drove all the others, was not on that confused night in November. It came a month earlier. In early October the East German leaders had to decide: Should we try and accommodate the rising outpouring of East German dissenters? Or should we arrest them, beat them, wall them in, and crush them?


The “crush them” option was certainly plausible. Some East German leaders wanted to use what they called the “Chinese solution.” Repression was what the East German government had been doing, quite effectively, for generations. That alternative path of violent repression was vivid to all in East Germany.


That October 1989 choice was no longer just a matter for East Germans alone. They had to deal with an exodus of their citizens through other, formerly allied, countries. The East Germans were also carefully gauging the attitude of the Soviet government. They were also attentive to the West Germans, and the West Germans had been noticing signals from the American government.
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There were many such choices between 1988 and 1992. To understand them, we try to guard against hindsight. Hindsight is not 20/20. It is blinding. The path of what happened is so brightly lit that the alternatives are cast more deeply into shadow.5


Writing about the coming of the American Civil War, a great historian named David Potter agreed that, with hindsight, the causes of the Civil War seem obvious. Yet Potter pointed out that at the time, in 1861, few people had seen the war coming. They did not anticipate its character or its consequences.


The “supreme task of the historian,” Potter said, the only way to combat the “fallacy of reading history backward,” was “to see the past through the imperfect eyes of those who lived it.” Another great historian of the coming of the Civil War, Ed Ayers, makes a similar point. The war “did not approach… like a slowly building storm.” Instead “it came like an earthquake, with uneven and unpredictable periods of quiet between abrupt seismic shifts that shook the entire landscape. It came by sudden realignments, its tremors giving no indication of the scale of violence that would soon follow. People changed their minds overnight, reversing what they had said and done for years.”6


In this book, we too are recalling an earthquake, with sudden realignments and changes of course. It is hard to reimagine roads not taken. Such roads disappear. They dissolve along with the fading memories of what might have been.
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After a catalytic episode, people naturally try to make sense of what happened. They quickly throw together stories that help them make sense of it. So the end of the Cold War quickly got its few big stories. Democracy and capitalism had prevailed. Communism had failed and was discredited. For some this is an easy and satisfying story. Others prefer tales of incompetence or treachery.


There are more simplifications. There is a triumphalist American story. It goes about like this: Americans stood strong, led the free world to confront the communists. The communists, realizing how decrepit they were, quailed and buckled.


The triumphalist narrative provokes a counterattack. Those who prefer their stories of America and the world to be cautionary tales have a story that goes about like this: It is the communist leader, Gorbachev, who is the singular visionary, joined by ordinary people. The power-obsessed Americans never quite get it. Suspicious, timid, and unimaginative, the Americans just react. Unsupported, Gorbachev becomes a tragic figure.


We resist both of these simplifications. They are not true enough, not insightful enough. Real life is not so inevitable and predetermined. And in those stories about endings, all the new acts of creation tend to go unnoticed.


Another way we complicate the story is that we center it not in U.S.-Soviet global relations, but in Europe. In this period of history, Europe was the most important theater of global choice. Chinese leaders play a vital part, but in 1989 they took their country in a different direction. Later they would return to history’s central stage.


The crucial partnerships in our story always involve European leaders, not just American or Soviet ones. It is an ensemble drama. There were several leading players. Each took turns in the spotlight.


Americans do not need to be insecure or defensive about the role their government played in ending the Cold War. That role will become clear enough. But to the extent the Americans succeeded, they only succeeded as part of effective partnerships, first with key West European governments, and then beyond.


No one leader, no one country can fashion a global commonwealth. Anglo-American cooperation was an old and valuable pattern. But in this story the core of the creation was a partnership between an American team and a European one—a triumvirate centered in Germany, France, and the European Commission.


They all then interacted with a set of vital choices made inside the communist world, and then beyond it. Leaders in the East had agonizing decisions to make about the future of shattered societies. They had to decide whether or how to join in a new system, and if so, on what terms.
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A number of leaders contributed to results that, at the outset, none of them had planned. All were improvising, coursing through the rapids, trying to keep certain aims in view. Some of the improvisations turned out brilliantly. Some did not. Meanwhile, the leaders tried to bring it all to calmer waters, crafting agreements, new or transformed institutions, and new or transformed countries.


Beyond the simplifications, we hope Americans—and others—will learn more about just how their government, or any government, actually influences large events. Little influence came from direct orders, telling others what to do. Nor was the outcome a victory of brute force, the triumph of a bloody war of conquest.


Governments often influence events by creating possibilities—or not. They can create a way to work on a problem. They can table inducements or suggest possible solutions.


If the analysis or suggestions are attractive, people join together and make common plans. They take common action. And common, concerted action can indeed change the world.


Consider, for instance, just one of the great changes: the creation of a new, unified Germany. “For decades a thick closed blanket of clouds obscured the star of German unity,” Germany’s former foreign minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher recalled. “Then for a short time the blanket of clouds parted, allowed the star to become visible, and we grabbed for it.”


“Grabbed” is a good word for what happened. It captures the sense of a frantic lunge, what the British scholar Timothy Garton Ash has called a “hurtling and hurling together, sanctioned by great-power negotiations.” It was, he wrote, a time when “more happened in ten months than usually does in ten years.”7


A renowned German commentator called the outcome “the greatest triumph of diplomacy in the postwar era.” A former Soviet foreign minister called it “one of the most hated developments in the history of Soviet foreign policy.”8 Although now the outcome may seem almost preordained, those closest to the events—whether former Soviet foreign minister Eduard Shevardnadze or political figures from East and West Germany—marveled that this tumult did not lead to a “bloodbath,” a war, or another new phase of cold war.9


The period between 1988 and 1992 became a catalytic episode in world history. We call it so because a number of ingredients came together, like a new sort of chemical compound, to produce a different system.


Catalytic episodes on a worldwide scale are rare. During the last 250 years there have only been about five of them. This period was one. And among all such global upheavals of such scale in the history of the world, this was the most peaceful one.10


Together, the leaders in this episode did help build that different world they had dreamt of. For all its faults, they helped build a world almost inconceivably safer and more prosperous than the one in which they grew up.


Slouching Toward a Systemic Crisis


Amid a general impression of net global success, through the 1990s the global commonwealth was extended, and extended some more. Finally, it reached its limits. So, what happened? What went wrong?


The essential elements of the global commonwealth leaders created in the early 1990s are not well understood. One reason why their acts of creation get less notice is because much of what was new seemed so familiar.


True, there were some new institutions, like a new global trading system with a new World Trade Organization. But mostly there were names people knew, like NATO or the EU or the IMF or the UN. Yet the appearance of familiarity was deceptive.


Sometimes a builder wants to keep a handsome historic building in place, because it looks good in the neighborhood. But because the actual building is obsolete, everything behind the attractive edifice is gutted and renovated. A decrepit mansion keeps its genteel look on the outside, but becomes a modern hotel.


Consider the case of NATO. It retained its historic name. It kept the U.S. commitment to Europe. But in chapter 5 we describe how members of the alliance promised Soviet leaders that, as NATO remained, it would be transformed into a different kind of organization. The allied leaders kept this promise. They dismantled most of what the old NATO used to do, which was to organize a highly prepared military alliance ready for large-scale nuclear and conventional war.


Allied leaders turned NATO into something else. In the background of general American reassurance, the transformed NATO coordinated a program of Europe-wide disarmament, including the withdrawal of most of the American forces, aided by an extraordinarily ambitious and far-reaching Europe-wide arms control treaty. The organization worked on civil-military transitions in post-communist states. Its enlargement to some of those states was consequential politically, not militarily. It actually did relatively little to extend tangible U.S. political or economic influence.


NATO’s remaining kernel of military capability was reoriented mainly toward painful and modest security and peacekeeping missions in the Balkans. The United States approached these missions with great reluctance. It did persuade some Europeans to join in “out-of-area” global work, in faraway failed states like Afghanistan.


The extension of the NATO system began reaching its limits in the mid-2000s. This extension did not cause the estrangement of Russia, which had much deeper and more tragic sources. But as Russia did move into an adversarial relationship against “the West,” NATO absolutely became a part of that story. That alliance now finds itself ill-adapted for the problems of the twenty-first century.


As we will show, the NATO illustration is not alone. There are other versions of this story of extension, limits, and maladaptation. Leaders are still looking to the United Nations, the European Union, the WTO, the IMF and the World Bank, and other elements of the global system to handle problems they were not designed to solve.


Some parts still work. The much-derided UN, for example, has actually played a quite important role in dealing with challenges from countries like Iran and North Korea, and in helping to end some conflicts like the 2006 Israeli war in Lebanon.


But there are some large new global trends, like the implosion of much of the Arab and Muslim world or the digital revolution that is transforming economies and societies everywhere. The original system had assumed the persistence of a Soviet Union, but that union broke up into fifteen countries, and Russian leaders eventually came to regard the system as a foe.


Two giant countries, India and China, had not originally been fully integrated with the global commonwealth. In the 1990s, leaders tackled the China problem, with mixed results as China tries to straddle a position that is both part of an open world and yet hostile to it. Leaders, and the two of us in our later work, also turned to the problem of integrating India into the system. That has had somewhat better results, though still very tentative.


The global economic crisis of 2008–12 delivered a tremendous shock. The confrontations with Russian and Chinese aggression since 2014 have delivered more. Especially in 2015, the Syrian civil war, on top of other unresolved conflicts, created a massive eruption of refugees and migrants. Then came the Brexit vote and the Trump election of 2016. The U.S. president has questioned fundamental elements of a system that much of his own government still tries to lead. We discuss these developments in chapter 7.


The global commonwealth is beleaguered. But it is too soon to pronounce its doom. Leaders did respond to the economic and migration crises. Little noticed, the system managed huge transfers of funds from American reserves to Europe at desperate moments and saved Europe’s financial system. The European Union successfully administered giant transfusions of help to battered states in Eastern Europe. European states also have managed a substantial containment of the migration crisis, for the time being. Some of the bleeding has been stopped. But the patient is still very much in danger.


For more than ten years, a generation-long worldwide trend of growing political freedom and democratic government has been drifting the other way. The global economic recession joined and accelerated a “democratic recession.” In the mid-2010s—2014 to 2016—there were more shocks, as war returned to Europe, established liberal democracies began tearing at themselves, and China consolidated a return to one-man rule.11


As one of us put it in a recent book, in 2016 the Brexit and American presidential votes were angry voters yelling, “Do you hear me now?” The votes, as Rice wrote, were “a revolt against political and economic elites, their institutions, and their globalizing and sometimes moralizing views [that] has upended the status quo.” It has “left all to wonder, What comes next?”12


What Comes Next?


To answer that question, one also must ask, “How did we get here?” That is why it is so useful to revisit and reflect on the choices that created the world we live in today. The great settlements are back on the table. The great issues about how best to organize modern society have been reopened.


We do not think the world can return to the past. But we can learn from it. No settlements in history are permanent. This generation is coming up on another great time for choosing.


At the beginning of chapter 1 we introduce the story of two prophets of the future of freedom, James Burnham and George Orwell. Burnham was darkly prescient about the appeal of technocratic, all-powerful managerial states. Galvanized by Burnham’s dark pessimism, Orwell saw the danger, saw it more clearly than most. Yet he hoped that free societies could pass the test of ultimately being better at tackling society’s problems.


We again face such a test. We argue that the goal of a global commonwealth is still the right one. It is still right and wise, including for Americans, to seek a more open, civilized, and democratic world.


One of the oldest and wisest traditions in American statecraft, from its earliest days, is the conviction that for Americans, and for a great many others, an open world is better than one that is closed. A civilized world is safer than one where, as Bob Kagan puts it, “the jungle grows back.” A system geared for business opportunity is more prosperous for more people, including more Americans, than a world system designed for crony capitalism and state-owned enterprise.


The system we helped create at the beginning of our careers is becoming obsolete, ill-fitted for today’s world. This generation’s dominant problems are also very different from the great challenges at the end of the postwar era. Now the problems are more transnational than they are international. They cut across societies and may challenge aspects of our existence, whether they stem from energy use and climate change or new kinds of disorder, or the hopes and fears that come with another great revolution in commerce and culture, the digital revolution. In our epilogue we offer some suggestions about how to envision a changed global system. We retell the story of an earlier generation’s acts of peaceful creation in order to inform and inspire new acts of peaceful creation, still to come.
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Like Angela Merkel, that quiet young physicist going about her work in East Berlin, at the beginning of 1989 we too were young professionals. Like her, we were thirty-four years old.


Philip Zelikow was a relatively junior foreign service officer. He had been detailed from the State Department to work at the White House on the National Security Council (NSC) staff of the newly elected American president, George H. W. Bush.


Condoleezza Rice arrived in the same White House office, the NSC staff office for European and Soviet Affairs, on the same day. She came to Washington from Stanford University, where she was a promising professor of politics and a specialist on Soviet affairs.


As with Angela Merkel and Vladimir Putin, the next two years changed our lives. In 1991, Rice returned to Stanford and was asked to become one of the university’s leaders, its provost. Zelikow left the Foreign Service to accept a professorship at Harvard.


As we reflected on what we had just experienced, it began turning into a book. It originated as an internal historical study. Zelikow began the work, which turned from an internal study into a full, international history of German unification. Rice joined the book project. We complemented research in the American archives with a careful study of all materials available in German and Russian, as well as in English. (At that time the available French material was limited.) We consulted some papers that had emerged from East German and Soviet records, including many of Gorbachev’s papers. We could do this because in 1992, working with Rice, Gorbachev arranged privately for a large number of his papers to be sent to the Hoover Institution at Stanford for safekeeping amid the turbulent and uncertain times in Moscow.13 We also talked to key decision makers in a number of countries, most of whom we knew. We cited all of our sources. Many were then still secret, but the citations themselves were not. Our original book was published in 1995 by Harvard University Press, entitled Germany Unified and Europe Transformed: A Study in Statecraft. Nearly twenty-five years later, scholars still rely on that book and it has plenty of still-valuable detail that we frequently cite in our notes in this book.


Yet, while leaning occasionally on that foundation, we decided to write this new book with a much wider perspective. The scope of this book is much broader. The style is different too, focusing on the critical choices. We also now have far better access to the records of the other governments. Crucial documents have been released and published on the inner workings of the West German, East German, Soviet, British, and French governments, among others. This evidence has hugely enriched, enlivened, and sometimes amended what we thought we knew.


Our own perspectives are now enriched too, with much more experience. We have lived with the consequences of the events in which, as younger policymakers, we had played a small part. When our earlier book came out in 1995 we were still early in our careers. Since then one of us has been secretary of state and national security adviser. The other has been counselor of the Department of State and director of the 9/11 Commission, among other jobs. We have also done a lot of other writing and thinking as scholars.


We have taught generations of students who didn’t experience the events we describe. We have read a generation of commentary and scholarship about the end of the Cold War and the events in which we took part. Some of this work is splendid. Our debts are apparent in our notes.


Naturally, we sometimes thought that the scholars had not understood us or that past world. That has challenged us to try to be perhaps a little more understandable. Sometimes, of course, critiques of our past work are spot on the mark and we have had to revise our earlier views. Other times we disagree and welcome the chance to explain why. For instance, we discuss the controversy about NATO enlargement, whether a “deal” was broken to take advantage of a weakened Russia, or how these perceptions have been fostered or manipulated.


We also welcome the opportunity to take on the question: What comes next? What has happened to the European and global system put in place at the end of the Cold War? We suggest how history set the stage for the great changes—and what kind of choices we should get ready for now.















CHAPTER 1



The Renewal of the Free World


The Two Prophets


In the 1940s, two prophets made lasting predictions about the future of freedom.


When he first made his mark, James Burnham was a well-bred, well-mannered, neatly dressed, bespectacled young man, a gracious intellectual from a wealthy family—railroad money. He was a star student at Princeton, then at Balliol College, Oxford. In conversation or writing he could move fluently from literature to philosophy to politics.


And young Burnham was an ardent communist. He remained one through most of his thirties, which were also the 1930s. In 1940 he publicly broke with his icon, the exiled rebel communist Leon Trotsky.1 Burnham still thought democracies like that in America were doomed. But he was developing a different sort of prophecy to explain why.


His first great book, published in 1941 during the Second World War, offered a distinctive and powerful view of future society. It was called The Managerial Revolution. A runaway bestseller, widely discussed on both sides of the Atlantic, the book was translated into more than a dozen languages and made Burnham a celebrity. He followed this success in 1943 with another, The Machiavellians.


Burnham argued that ideologies like “socialism” or “capitalism” were already outmoded. Class warfare was so old-fashioned, so early twentieth century. The more complex societies of the midcentury powers would be led neither by men of great wealth and property, nor by the proletariat. They would be steered by the increasingly efficient dictatorships of the elite managers and technocrats—the planners, administrators, generals, engineers, financial operators, and scientists.


At the height of World War II, as total war demanded total control over all of a country’s mobilizable resources, these predictions seemed to be coming true. Victory, Burnham predicted, would go to the best and most ruthless managerial dictatorships, like those in the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, or Imperial Japan. They seemed best at warmaking. Burnham expected them to dominate all of Europe and Asia.


As for the United States, which Burnham regarded as a more primitive case of “managerialism,” it was better off just staying out of the war, as doing so would be the only way it could preserve what was left of its democracy. Before Pearl Harbor, Burnham was against American entry into World War II.


However, the United States did join the war. Burnham then elaborated a theory that would blend both democracy and dictatorship. The dictatorship had to limit liberty and the rule of law. There could be no alternative centers of power or independent constraints on core authority that would compromise the dictatorship’s effectiveness. The rulers would do what they had to do; the law would be for everyone else.


Democracy would therefore be largely symbolic, a veneer of democratic forms for the ruling elite. They would hold plebiscites or managed elections to show off public support. Such support would duly exhibit gratitude, even love, as the ruling elite built and sustained a good society. Burnham’s label for his vision was “democratic totalitarianism.”


The dictatorial elite would cement their public support with mass appeals to irrational myths. These could evoke nationalism or nativism, fascist style. Or they could use equality of material wealth, socialist style. Whatever worked.


Burnham freely confessed that the elite rulers, so scientific in their approach to wielding power, also had to “profess, indeed foster, belief in the myths, or the fabric of society will crack and they be overthrown. In short, the leaders, if they themselves are scientific, must lie.” In practice, he observed, “The tendency is for the deceivers to become self-deceived, to believe their own myths.”2


Burnham expected the whole world to fall under the sway of about three managerial “super-states.” He was philosophical about this. It seemed inevitable. Burnham’s characteristic style was stoic pessimism.


Such pessimism was common among the leading political thinkers of the 1940s. Others, like Joseph Schumpeter or Karl Polanyi, also doubted the viability of free societies. Similarly gloomy was Friedrich Hayek, who really believed that once-free countries were on the “road to serfdom.” Burnham took the logic further.3
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During and just after the Second World War ended, another prophet decided to challenge Burnham. He is best known as George Orwell, the pen name of Eric Blair.


Orwell was about the same age as Burnham. There the similarities diminish. Orwell was English, not American. He grew up in poverty, not wealth. His formal schooling was just enough to get him a job in the empire’s colonial service, as an imperial policeman. He detested it, quit, and tried instead to make a living as an obscure writer. Tall and lanky, he dressed shabbily. His health was bad. His lungs were rotten and he would not live long.


During the Depression decade of the 1930s, Orwell, like Burnham, was a man of the left. He knew he was against capitalism and imperialism. Acting on his convictions, he (and his new wife) made their way to Spain at the end of 1936. They volunteered to fight for the new Spanish Republic, which was allied with the Soviet Union, in its civil war against the Spanish fascists and their German and Italian allies.


Orwell served on the front lines. He miraculously survived being shot through the neck by a sniper. Recovering, he found himself a target from his own side, running from Spanish communists and Soviet agents. Orwell and his wife barely escaped. “He went to Spain to fight fascism, but instead wound up being hunted by communists.”4


Orwell came to hate the distortions of truth that had become so common in the age of extremes. He also hated overweening state power, whatever its ideological guise. He despised the “amoralism” of a good party man who could call abstractly for death and suffering. It was only possible, he wrote, to be that kind of intellectual “if you are the kind of person who is always somewhere else when the trigger is pulled.”5


Thus Orwell found Burnham’s work compelling, yet deeply disturbing. He noticed Burnham’s idea that the elites would manipulate myths in order to gain a veneer of democratic consent. Orwell would later make up a word for this deceiving self-deception. He called it “doublethink.”


As Burnham developed his vision of the new superstates and their demigod rulers, to Orwell this seemed like Burnham had surrendered to “a sort of fascinated admiration.” He wrote that Burnham thought that “Communism may be wicked, but at any rate it is big: it is a terrible, all-devouring monster which one fights against but which one cannot help admiring.”


To Orwell, Burnham’s mystical picture of “terrifying, irresistible power” amounted to “an act of homage, and even of self-abasement.” This attitude revealed “a major mental disease, and its roots lie partly in cowardice and partly in the worship of power, which is not fully separable from cowardice.”6


This power worship, Orwell thought, “blurs political judgment because it leads, almost unavoidably, to the belief that present trends will continue. Whoever is winning at the moment will always seem to be invincible.”


In his 1941 book, Burnham had predicted Nazi victory. Later, he had predicted the Soviet conquest of all Eurasia. By 1947 he was calling for the United States to launch a preventive nuclear war against the Soviet Union, as the only way to head off the coming disaster.


It was typical, Orwell thought, for “writers like Burnham, whose key concept is ‘realism,’… [to] overrate the part played in human affairs by sheer force.” He was not “wrong all the time.… But somehow his picture of the world is always slightly distorted.”


Orwell thought Burnham underrated the qualities of open and civilized societies. Orwell thought they were more resilient. He also believed in “the fact that certain rules of conduct have to be observed if human society is to hold together at all.”7


Orwell’s attacks on Burnham appeared in publications hardly anyone read. So he decided to try and make his case against Burnham in a more indirect and literary way. Orwell had just published his first really successful book in 1945, a fictional allegory of Stalinist communism called Animal Farm. He tried out that form again to make his anti-Burnham argument.


Orwell decided to call his anti-Burnham novel Nineteen Eighty-Four. The novel came out in 1949. As the book’s fame grew, Orwell did not live to see it. He passed away the year after it was published.8


The world of the novel, the world of Nineteen Eighty-Four, is Burnham’s vision. There are three superstates: Oceania, Eurasia, and Eastasia. The British Isles are part of Oceania—“Airstrip One.” The superstates conduct an indefinite, unending, small-scale “warfare of limited aims between combatants who are unable to destroy one another [and] have no material cause for fighting.”


The actual fighting involves “very small numbers of people, mostly highly trained specialists, and causes comparatively few casualties.” The superstates fight “on the vague frontiers whose whereabouts the average man can only guess at.… In the centres of civilization war means no more than… the occasional crash of a rocket bomb which may cause a few scores of deaths.” The main fact is that there is a war, a perpetual state of war against perpetual enemies.9


The government of Oceania appears to be popular, to the extent anyone can tell. People have enough to eat. They have heroes and enemies. The state subtly, and occasionally not so subtly, guides them. The main character’s job is to rewrite history to accord with the current ruling line, dropping old facts into the “memory hole.”


Obviously, Orwell himself was very uneasy about the prospects for humanity. In 1947, in a nonfiction essay about the future of Europe, he speculated that the world would indeed divide into the spheres of two or three Burnham-type superstates. These would have “a semi-divine caste at the top and outright slavery at the bottom, and the crushing out of liberty would exceed anything that the world has yet seen.” Orwell had written his novel as a dying man’s last warning.


Had Orwell given up hope? He did not place great faith in the United States, a country about which he was ambivalent, a country he had never visited and did not know well.


He did still nurture the hope that somewhere, perhaps in Europe, some states might develop a successful alternative. Freedom would not prevail just because it was right. Being “good” was not good enough. Countries had to show that freedom worked.


The ideas had to work in practice, work so well, so vividly, that history might then flow a different way. Leaders who sought to preserve freedom had to fashion “the spectacle of a community where people are relatively free and happy and where the main motive in life is not the pursuit of money or power.”10
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At the beginning of 1950, when Orwell died, Burnham was a consultant to the CIA. He was giving advice to that new agency’s new office for covert action. That was how he met the young William F. Buckley. The two men had much in common. Buckley too had been against American entry into World War II. He too was preoccupied with the danger of communist tyranny and the rule of elites.


Burnham mentored Buckley. Together, the men became editors of a new magazine, called the National Review, that would become a flagship for the ideas of a generation of American conservatives. Burnham was a major figure at the magazine for decades, usually helming its foreign policy commentary.


Not that his core vision had changed. In 1964 he published another book of prophecy, Suicide of the West: An Essay on the Meaning and Destiny of Liberalism.


In this book Burnham defined “liberalism” in many ways (nineteen criteria and three corollaries). They all boiled down to a belief in human progress, in the possibilities of rational action to make society better, and in the power of truth and reason.


Burnham still did not share these beliefs. He thought his more tragic view of human possibility was more realistic. There was an inevitable struggle for power. Nonrational factors usually held sway. And he thought “the West” would fail.


The West would fail, he argued, because it disarmed itself. Facing Soviet communism, Western “liberalism” would not confront it decisively enough with force overseas. As the “Third World” rose, as less developed countries drained away the West’s power and wealth, again the “liberals” would not use decisive force. They would not confidently defend their superior civilization.


At home, given its ideals about liberty, the West would not crush communist subversion. Facing the challenge of crime in the United States, a growing “anarchy,” again liberals did not have the will to defeat it.


In sum, the Soviet Union and its allies had the will to power. Liberalism and its defenders did not. So, Burnham concluded, “Liberalism is the ideology of Western suicide.”11
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The 1970s and early 1980s were a battle about whether Burnham’s dark prevision was right. What about the “alternative” of free societies in which Orwell had rested his dying hopes?


During the second half of the 1960s, protest movements challenged managerial elites all over the world, from Washington to Paris to Prague to Beijing. The established order fought back.12


From the start, one of the problems with Burnham’s theories was that they understated or ignored the tendency of tyrants to regard managerial elites, this “new class,” as their enemy, a rival source of authority. In 1937–38, Stalin and his creatures had murdered most of the Soviet civil and military elite. In 1966–69, China’s Mao Zedong organized a populist “Cultural Revolution” against his own country’s managerial elite. He rallied mobs of young Red Guards to overthrow experts of all kinds, at all levels. Planners, professors, or generals—most were humiliated or brought low, if they were not abused to death.13


Elite intermediaries between rulers and people, intermediaries to manage the principal “social systems,” had in fact long been a safeguard for liberty, a major source of checks and balances in a stable democratic society.14 Nonetheless, visions like Burnham’s have thoroughly worked their way into popular culture across the world. It is the vision in all those science-fiction dystopias. Everyone has seen it in the movies or on television, all the stories in which the gilded masterminds rule from their swank towers, video screens, and conference rooms. Indeed, Burnham’s vision, including his vision of state-directed capitalism, seems—much more than anything in Karl Marx—to be the guiding ideological bible for China’s present-day rulers.


During the 1970s, free societies certainly did not seem to be working well. In 1975 a widely discussed report by the Trilateral Commission (representing leaders from the United States, Europe, and Japan) was entitled The Crisis of Democracy. The authors of this prestigious report opened by describing what all their readers were observing every day, a crisis born in the “disintegration of civil order, the breakdown of social discipline, the debility of leaders, and the alienation of citizens.”15


By comparison, the communist world seemed orderly. It was expanding. Soviet allies extended new beachheads of influence in Africa and Latin America. The Soviet bloc rapidly modernized its military forces. In China, Mao’s death in 1976 seemed likely to bring about a return to a more stable model of Soviet-style socialist rule.


In 1983, when President Ronald Reagan honored the elderly Burnham with the Presidential Medal of Freedom, there was therefore some irony in that award. In that year, Burnham’s gloom about the West might still seem farsighted. To one admiring commentator on his work (writing, coincidentally, in 1984), “the dark prescience of Suicide of the West is profound.”16


But it was Orwell’s prophetic hope, that future generations might build a compelling and appealing alternative of free societies, that was making a comeback. Few, in fact, spoke more eloquently of such hopes than Ronald Reagan.
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Amid trauma and strife, the capitalist West redesigned and rebooted its operating system. The dramatic new thinking in the West and in China emerged in fits and starts, concentrated in a set of choices made between 1978 and 1985. During the mid-1980s the results of those choices started becoming evident to the world.


The new thinking in the West did not fit neatly under any one nation’s agenda or party program. Yet there was a common theme. It was a message of more individual freedom and opportunity. That theme, in essence, was the antithesis of Burnham.


Those who embraced this new thinking pushed to extend individual rights. They trimmed back or scrapped state economic controls. They lowered barriers to the flow of money, people, goods, and services. They lent new spirit and resolve to the denunciation of communist dictatorships.


By the middle of the 1980s it felt like much of Europe and Asia was coming together with a sense of growing confidence. Meanwhile, it was the communist world’s turn to feel that history was leaving them behind.


The “Rights” Revolution


During 1968, as protesters overturned cars in Paris and burned neighborhoods in Washington, DC, the West felt defensive about civil and human rights. Western leaders who claimed that their side clearly stood for liberty would be met with counterarguments about systematic racial discrimination, or police brutality, or oppression in the rule of colonies, or association with vicious right-wing tyrannies in places like Greece or Guatemala. And as the capstone for all the denunciations, there was the omnipresent argument that shadowed all the others: Vietnam.


By the end of the 1970s the dynamic felt different. America’s war in Vietnam was over. European colonies were becoming a thing of the past. Inside the United States, in 1974, the president had been forced to resign for acting as if he was above the law. During the 1970s, the civil rights laws of the 1960s were finally applied countrywide and on a massive scale. A move to amend the Constitution to add an Equal Rights Amendment for women failed, but it did so because the U.S. Supreme Court interpreted another part of the Constitution (the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment) to provide essentially the same protections.17 Landmark decisions had transformed institutions, from a case that had rebuffed presidential power to curtail the freedom of the press (the Pentagon Papers case of 1971) to cases changing routines everywhere in the treatment of criminal suspects.


Inside Europe, landmark protections of rights were being extended by national governments as well as by the European Community. Beginning in 1978, the European Court of Human Rights began strongly asserting the rights of criminal suspects, allowing individual petitions (with France finally accepting such jurisdiction in 1981), and in general reflecting a sense of “European standards,” less about economics and more “derived from sociopolitical developments of the more permissive and less patriarchal society that was taking form in many European countries.”18 Laws that outlawed abortion, for example, became a test of women’s rights and the right to privacy. Such laws were struck down or repealed across the Atlantic world, in the United States (1973), in France (1975), and in Italy (1978).


These changes were not subtle. Elites might also talk about international human rights, but those were not the changes that had a huge cultural impact.


Guarantees of press freedom were very important. What also touched the lives of ordinary citizens was a broader discourse about “rights”—rights against discrimination in private employment, rights of criminal suspects, rights of reproductive freedom. These debates riveted the attention of ordinary citizens everywhere. Comparisons and precedents went back and forth across the Atlantic and then extended across the Pacific and into Latin America as well.


For instance, when governments began banning employment discrimination based on race or gender, moves that started getting applied en masse to private businesses on both sides of the Atlantic during the 1970s, the effects were enormous. Tens of millions of people sought new opportunities.


At one level, these antidiscrimination mandates could be, and were, portrayed as “big government,” authoritarian and antidemocratic, imposed by judicial decrees. Yet the old discriminatory systems had been quite authoritarian too, in a different way. The net effect of the changes was liberating: Power was redeployed to take the side of individual opportunity against institutions that sought, indefensibly, to thwart it.


Some in the West thought all the new rights went too far. Some thought they did not go far enough. But everyone had to acknowledge that some very significant changes were happening in their societies.19


These changes created a public discourse about “rights” that had greater reach than ever before. So in the early 1970s it seemed natural for Western diplomats, mainly from Western Europe, to insist that any solemn document about Europe’s future, negotiated between East and West, had to include commitments to respect human rights. The Soviet bloc went along with these requirements for the agreement that became known as the Helsinki Final Act of 1975.20


The Soviet government and its Eastern European allies were confident that they could handle any dissenters who seemed to take these “Helsinki” rights too seriously. And when the dissenters did arise, in countries like the Soviet Union or Czechoslovakia or Hungary or Romania, those governments did indeed handle them. The dissidents were jailed and tormented. Neither the Helsinki process nor the dissidents were able to become especially influential in the East bloc.


The net effect was not that communist dissidents were empowered. It was to sharpen the contrast between “West” and “East.” The “rights” revolution dramatized the difference between cultures that did or did not respect individual rights.


Recall that during the 1960s the essential argument of the left in Europe or the United States was not that the Soviet Union and its allies were good. It was not so much that communism was superior. The essential critique had been that both sides were similarly abhorrent. It was that the establishments on both sides were domineering, militaristic rights abusers. It was that ordinary people everywhere were victims.


By the 1980s, in an age full of discussions about rights, now one side seemed to stand far more clearly for individual rights than did the other. By the 1980s, an ordinary citizen in the East bloc who had never heard much about “international human rights” would nonetheless know that in the West there was a lot more talk and emphasis on individual rights and opportunity. Democracy enjoyed a “third wave” of popularity (after the first in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and a second after the Second World War), as authoritarians yielded power in countries like Greece, Portugal, and Spain.21


In the West, by the beginning of the 1980s, the cause of human rights was embraced by parties on the right as well as the left, in both America and Western Europe. For the fate of Europe, what was more important were the swings in intellectual opinion in West Germany, in France, and elsewhere in Western Europe.


These trends had slowly been gathering strength through the 1970s and on into the early 1980s. Intellectuals, politicians, and organized movements of young people led a counterattack, a trend (in German, a Tendenzwende) against the old talk of equivalence between East and West. They rallied fresh resolve to oppose a totalitarian enemy.


In December 1973 the Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s massive smuggled history of Soviet slave labor camps, The Gulag Archipelago, had been published in the West. The reviewer of the English translation wrote, in the Guardian, “To live now and not to know this work is to be a kind of historical fool, missing a crucial part of the consciousness of the age.”22


For Europeans, as for many Americans, the people of Poland were once again a blazing symbol of heroic struggle to the rest of Europe. Economic strains had brought impoverished and desperate workers out into the country’s streets, joined by a Catholic countryside inspired as one of their own, Cardinal Karol Wojtyła, ascended to the papacy as Pope John Paul II in 1978. In 1981 the Polish government finally declared martial law to crush these protest movements, which had sought the right to form an independent union and demand a better life. West Europeans led in denouncing the Polish military rulers and those in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe who had applauded such repression.


As countries in southern Europe like Portugal, Greece, and Spain shook off their dictatorial regimes in the 1970s and early 1980s, even the establishment figures who took charge in those countries—and these were still men of the old regime—felt the influence of this new current in Europe. The new governments in southern Europe felt that they too had to follow the trend toward individual rights, a riptide drawing their new governments into the work of building democracy.


The identification of the West with “rights” also had a powerful influence on thinkers inside the Soviet Union. For some, who regarded themselves as more cultured and reflective, the “rights” discourse affected the way they thought of themselves, of what it meant to be a civilized European in this era. These reflections visibly affected the way they talked and felt about their personal values and norms of political behavior. After 1985 some of these individuals came into positions of great authority. A perfect example of such an emergent cultivated and thoughtful Soviet couple would be Mikhail and Raisa Gorbachev.23


Reconstructing Global Finance (But Not Global Trade)


In the West the 1970s were “a decade of crisis.” Economic difficulties were “part of a general sense of meltdown, whether measured in family stability, criminal statistics, or Western military capacity,” the historian Charles Maier recalled. The problems of the decade were “comparable to the earlier period of twentieth-century economic hammering in the 1930s and to the geopolitical meltdown that preceded World War I.”24


What was at stake in this crisis was the viability of the experiment in social democracy. Beginning in the 1930s with New Deal America and experiments in Sweden, and reaching fruition after the Second World War, social democracy answered the critique of capitalism that had emerged during the previous hundred years. Social democracy rejected Marxist socialism and it retained the core elements of a capitalist economic system. But it balanced this core with government commitments to “stabilize the business cycle, provide social insurance, and reserve a central place for organized labor in politics and society.”25


The Cold War economic system in the capitalist world had two basic dimensions: global finance and global trade. By the late 1970s both of these systems were breaking down. The United States had lost the postwar economic dominance to manage the Cold War economic system.


The global financial system had used the dollar, backed by gold, as a main reserve currency (the use of a dollar-gold standard being more flexible than a purer gold standard). The old “Bretton Woods” international financial system, set up in 1944–45, had maintained the stability of the dollar-gold system by prioritizing national control over money. It strictly controlled movements of capital across borders, then fixed exchange rates in relation to gold and American dollars. That system collapsed in 1971. The postwar system of fixed exchange rates among the leading capitalist countries quickly eroded and collapsed too, in 1973. It has never been restored.


What followed this collapse were years of financial instability, alarms, unpredictable exchange rate fluctuations that discouraged trade, and high inflation as countries simply printed more money to pay their bills.


In global trade, the postwar system had also been fashioned with American leadership. Strongly influenced by the view that international protectionism had been a major source of the awful and destabilizing conditions of the 1930s, and that the United States had been a major culprit, after the war the U.S. government led a general effort to open up international trade. Back then, U.S. leaders were confident about their country’s global trading position. They were eager for Cold War allies to be able to sell enough goods so that their economies could recover and flourish. They led the way in negotiating a General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) to lower tariff barriers among the developed countries.


By the late 1970s “the liberal world economy that was conceived and built during the 1950s gradually broke up.”26 The Europeans were building a regional trading bloc in their European Economic Community. Protectionism was gaining strength, exacerbated by the global financial turmoil. The Japanese and other Asian capitalist countries had taken advantage of their tolerant treatment in the GATT system and the backlash in the United States was growing.


The less developed world had been largely left out of the system. They demanded a new system that helped them too. The GATT system itself was “crumbling.” In 1978 a leading expert on it observed that “almost every rule of GATT is inadequate to the present problems of world trade.”27


Between 1978 and 1983, leaders in Western Europe, the United States, and Japan successfully rebuilt part of the global capitalist system, for global finance. The foundation was unsteady, but it held together under great strain. This new system for global finance restored price stability to the developed world. It enabled a return to economic growth and reduced unemployment.


These leaders were not able to rebuild the other part of the global capitalist system, for global trade. In fact, the new system of global finance actually made the trade problems worse, especially in the United States. During the late 1980s, Reagan’s second term in office, his activist treasury secretary, James Baker, tried heroically to manage the economic and political fallout from the reconstruction of global finance.


The reconstruction of global capitalism from the postwar Cold War system to something new had begun. Part of the design, for global finance, took form. But the rest, global trade and the broader future of the global capitalist system, was still very much unsettled when Reagan’s successor, George H. W. Bush, took office.
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Among the economic problems of the 1970s, constant double-digit inflation was the worst. It remorselessly eroded purchasing power, discouraged saving, and forced workers to protest constantly for higher wages, even as mass unemployment also became endemic. The shocks from huge increases in oil prices in 1973–74, then again in 1979, made the problems much worse.


Governments and companies tended to try to solve the problem with more spending to keep up with prices and wages and to provide more welfare support, while experimenting with government controls on wages or prices. Since a lot of the spending was with borrowed money, the U.S. central bank, its Federal Reserve Board, kept interest rates down.


For a long time, a number of Europeans and some Americans had favored an alternative approach. These thinkers were skeptical about government intervention to manipulate the economy and also doubted whether governments had the political will to make the tough choices about either spending or interest rates. They, especially the Germans and Austrians, had deep historical memories and worries about inflation dating back to times when their countries’ currencies had been practically worthless. Many of them also feared that growing government intervention to patch up more and more problems would turn into socialist and authoritarian rule.


These thinkers were sometimes known as “neoliberals.” They reflected a classical European liberal caution about the scope of government (Americans often use the term “liberal” in just the opposite sense). Today “neoliberal” is often used as an epithet to describe an affirmative agenda to shift power to global capitalists. But that is a present-day reaction. It is not necessarily the way these people thought about their agenda back then.28


The neoliberal alternative welcomed the relaxation of government controls on the movement of capital across borders. They thought investors would naturally put their money where it would hold its value (low inflation) and earn a profit (encouraging to business), and would lend money to governments that seemed solvent.


After Bretton Woods collapsed, these neoliberals found an American supporter in the U.S. treasury secretary, George Shultz (in that job from 1972 to 1974), and Shultz’s key deputy, Paul Volcker. These Americans joined efforts to roll back national controls on the movement of capital. Such a relaxation of capital controls would make it easier for international holders of dollars, or other currencies, to accumulate and move their money back and forth across borders.


But these growing money flows became a major source of instability, rushing to wherever bank rates or inflation prospects were best. Exchange rates fluctuated. The dollar tended to depreciate, aggravating American inflation. To dampen speculative rushes from one currency to another, the key players—especially the holders of the most valued “reserve” currencies like the dollar (above all), the Japanese yen, and the main European currencies—would have to present a coordinated set of incentives to money managers.


The credible, coordinated front was not there. During the crisis, the West German economy held on relatively well. The relatively tight money policies of its central bank, the Bundesbank, became an anchor.


Led by Helmut Schmidt, a brilliant and abrasive finance minister, then chancellor, West Germany became a focal point for organizing European economic crisis management. As France moved away from its recent Gaullist patterns of fierce independence, Schmidt forged a powerful partnership with the centrist and pro-European French president, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing.


In 1975, Schmidt and Giscard then worked with Shultz, whom they liked (Shultz was then out of government but working as a private emissary for President Gerald Ford and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger), to work out a new kind of partnership among Western leaders. They built on a recently created habit of regular meetings among leading finance ministers.


Giscard hosted the secret meeting of the three men at a small house near Versailles. Schmidt walked in, looked over the little living room with its blazing fireplace, and promptly asked Giscard, “Who built this for his mistress?”


In this cozy setting the partners worked out a group to try and do a better job of coordinating their policies. This eventually became a Group of Seven, or G-7, made up of the heads of government of the United States, West Germany, France, Britain, Italy, Canada, and Japan. The president of the European Commission became a formal member in 1981.29


Yet the new American administration of Jimmy Carter argued for more spending to stimulate growth. Disagreeing, despairing of the Americans, Schmidt and Giscard again took the lead. Britain could not help much: Britain’s financial crisis was so grave that in 1976 London had to seek humiliating and conditional debt relief from the International Monetary Fund. Schmidt and Giscard set up a scheme that could at least try to stabilize exchange rates within Europe itself. During 1978 the West German and French leaders sponsored the initiative to create a European Monetary System.30


In July 1978, European leaders unveiled this new system to coordinate their exchange rates, anchored on the “hard money” inclinations of the Bundesbank. At first, Britain was outside this system. But in 1979, led by Britain’s new conservative prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, the Bank of England informally joined the hard money consensus.31


The growing European determination to tighten controls on spending, both directly and through hiking interest rates, created more runs on the dollar, aggravating America’s inflation. The crisis was nearing its peak.


The Carter administration gave in and changed course. During July 1978 the G-7 (meeting in West Germany’s capital, Bonn) developed a package of real policy coordination. In November 1978, Carter’s Treasury officials launched a carefully prepared package of emergency measures relying on strong monetary discipline and coordinated currency interventions, working with the Europeans to restore faith in the dollar.


The following year, Carter made Volcker (then head of the New York Federal Reserve Bank) the new chairman of America’s Federal Reserve Board. Volcker then joined his European and Japanese colleagues in a conscious hard money approach, coupled to decontrol of capital markets.32


Under Volcker’s leadership the United States drove up its interest rates to hitherto unthinkable levels and kept them there for three years. To avoid runs on their own currencies, the Europeans and Japanese had to follow suit.


The short-term result of these policies was the most severe economic recession in the United States, and much of the world, since the Great Depression. Interest rates skyrocketed. Unemployment hit new heights.


Debtor countries around the world, especially concentrated in Latin America and Eastern Europe, entered a prolonged debt crisis. Mexico’s crisis led the way; Mexico defaulted on its debt in 1982.


Yet by the end of 1983, the Western economies began to turn around. Inflation was finally tamed. Exchange rates were not nearly fixed, but the fluctuations began to settle down. The flows of capital and trade surged.


By the mid-1980s the basic operating system of global finance had been redesigned. The old system had put government economic control first, along with exchange rate stability. That system therefore deemphasized the free flow of capital.


In this new system, unlike the Cold War Bretton Woods system, free movement of capital was given top priority. Such a system still relied on government power, above all on the choices of central bankers and finance ministers who set key market conditions. But, to gain more stable exchange rates, leaders had to sacrifice some of their national monetary autonomy, to be coordinated enough so that investors would not have great incentives to switch their investments from one side of the Atlantic to the other. That coordination also yielded significant economic authority to “market discipline” imposed by private bankers and investors.33


The new system for global finance relied on the dollar as its principal reserve currency, along with a group of European currencies that were now more tethered to each other, and the Japanese yen. The G-7 governments—including the once-dominant United States—accepted an unprecedented level of true economic interdependence.


To reassure investors, Reagan reappointed Volcker in 1983. When Volcker left in 1987, his long-serving replacement, Alan Greenspan, also exemplified the hard money commitment (at least until the last years of his service, in the 2000s).


The new system could not fix exchange rates, although Volcker and others never stopped trying. Especially after 1985, the new system tried at least to dampen the range of fluctuations and keep markets relatively stable.


For the new system to work, it required an active partnership among finance ministers, central bankers, and their heads of government. G-7 summit meetings were focal points for this partnership.


A consequence of the new system was the central role in it of West Germany. Within Europe, this meant a core partnership of the West Germans with the French. The British tracked the European Monetary System’s guidelines but they were not formal members and did not steer the system.


The economic turmoil of the hard money system tested the politics in all three of these countries. The severest test, the most important test, was in France.
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In 1981 the French people voted out the centrist government that had gone along with the European Monetary System and had cooperated so closely with the West Germans. They voted in the left: the first Socialist president in the history of the Fifth Republic, in a governing coalition in which the Socialists would rule together with the Communists.


The supporters of the new president, François Mitterrand, expected a radical transformation. In its first year, the new government nationalized dozens of banks and five of France’s largest companies, raised wages, and reduced working hours.


Mitterrand then faced a financial and political panic. Firms, people, and money were leaving the country. To maintain these policies, France would have to detach itself from those being pursued by its two large neighbors, West Germany and Britain. Elected in March 1979 after a winter of paralyzing labor strikes and discontent, British prime minister Thatcher was an ardent and idea-driven proponent of rolling back the scope of government control over the economy.


To sustain his policies, Mitterrand might even have to pull France out of the European Economic Community itself. If France had to run the currency printing presses to finance its ventures, it would break out of the hard money constraints it had accepted. The French would have to accept the requisite inflation.


Other Europeans were watching closely what was happening in France. The American secretary of state, Shultz, visited Madrid in December 1982, and met with its new democratically chosen leader, Felipe González. González led a large socialist majority in Spain’s parliament.


González explained to Shultz that his policy program now owed a great debt to Mitterrand.


“How is that?” Shultz asked.


“President Mitterrand,” González answered, “came in with a big majority on a Socialist ticket, just as I did. He put the Socialist program into place, and the result was a catastrophe for France. Therefore I have learned something: don’t implement the Socialist program. Use the marketplace. Encourage investors. That is what I am going to do.”34


During 1982 and early 1983, Mitterrand and his advisers struggled. Mitterrand buckled first in June 1982. Then he fought to hold on to an independent economic policy, telling his prime minister, “I did not appoint you to carry out the policies of Mrs. Thatcher. And if, for some extraordinary reason, I intended to follow in her footsteps, I would not choose you to do so.”35


Yet “follow in her footsteps” is what Mitterrand did by the end of March 1983, though he relied on taxes on the rich to help do it (which Thatcher most certainly would not have advised). France and Europe could see that Mitterrand had firmly gripped the wheel and swerved into a hard U-turn. The entire direction of government economic policy was reversed. Public spending would be cut; taxes raised.


Talk of a “French path to socialism” was abandoned. Instead Mitterrand’s finance minister, a pro-European former banker named Jacques Delors, was put in the driver’s seat along with a new, young prime minister appointed in 1984, Laurent Fabius. The Communists were out of the government.


The French government began to deregulate capital markets and privatize enterprises across the economy, not nationalize them. One historian of global finance looks on this period in France as “one of the most consequential turning points in modern economic history.”


It was not a simple right-left issue. French conservatives tended to prefer nationalist protectionism, not open markets. “When it comes to liberalization in France there is no Right,” one top French economic adviser observed. “The Left had to liberalize because the Right would not.”36


The French people approved of the liberalization. By 1984, French leaders emphasized the theme of “modernization.” And there were the Americans with their microelectronics and entrepreneurial dynamism. “America, even among the Socialists, that’s what’s chic,” declared Le Nouvel Observateur.37


The drive to privatize had its biggest proponent right across the English Channel, in British prime minister Thatcher. One of her signature moves was to privatize the nation’s telephone and telecommunications company, British Telecom (BT).


Thatcher’s biographer recalled how in 1981 he bought his first home. It had no telephone and he wished to install one. He called the government phone company, BT, and was told, sorry, to get a telephone “would take six months because of a ‘shortage of numbers.’” But, he was told, if his newspaper’s editor would just call the chairman of BT, then matters might be fixed up. His well-connected editor made the call. The phone was promptly installed.38


Anyone living in the East bloc in the 1980s would recognize such a story. It illustrates how a highbrow concept like “privatization” could easily connect to the everyday experience of ordinary citizens.


On the other hand, the Western governments and Japan had done all this without abandoning the original postwar bargain at the foundation of social democracy. Although the power of organized labor weakened across the Atlantic world, these governments held on to their commitments to provide a significant level of individual economic security. Deregulation and privatization of government services was tried and sometimes it worked. But none of the countries tried to strip away their core commitments to provide social insurance of various kinds. None of them radically pared back their government spending on such programs. In most cases, such spending actually increased during the 1980s.39
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Partly because of such spending, especially in the United States, the new system of global finance created new problems for global capitalism. It had restored price stability and economic growth in the developed world, which was a great tonic in the 1980s and thus greatly influenced the political tone in the socialist world during the crucial years from 1988 to 1991. But the new system of global finance delivered a hard blow to the future of global commerce.


For many less developed countries, easy loans dried up and it was hard to repay or even service their debts. They desperately sought ways out, trying harder to profit from a global trading system undergoing great stress. Their plight had global geopolitical consequences as it played out in Eastern Europe, as we will detail in chapter 2.


The new system of global finance delivered a shock to America’s trading position in the world. The Reagan administration had cut taxes and increased spending. In the short term this helped growth, as inflation was held down by the Fed’s tough policies. But the high interest rates, combined with huge budget deficits, meant that America established a huge market of buyers for its high-yield dollar bonds. Investors were happy to buy. The United States thus sucked in a disproportionate share of global capital to finance its consumption-led growth. Although the Federal Reserve Board tightened money on traditional banks, the U.S. savings and loan industry went on a domestic lending spree that would eventually send much of that industry into bankruptcy. The painful politics and economics of addressing the fiscal deficits and the savings and loan debacle would fall on Reagan’s successors.


Meanwhile, the American need to sell such high-yield bonds meant that the value of the dollar went up and up. By 1985 economists regarded it as overvalued by at least 30 percent. Every American export thus carried, in effect, a kind of price surcharge of 30 percent or more. American exports and trading businesses were devastated. Imports flooded in.


In Reagan’s first term, the Treasury Department took a laissez-faire, hands-off view of this. Politically, the result by 1985 was a tremendous surge of protectionist sentiment in the country and in Congress. In 1986 the Republicans lost control of the Senate (which they had taken over in 1980) and the Democrats increased their majority in the House. The question was no longer whether protectionist legislation would advance; the issue was how far it would go.


Reagan and his top officials still believed in free trade, in principle. The Reagan administration supported the 1986 launch, in Uruguay, of negotiations to replace the tattered GATT system (hence the talks were called the “Uruguay Round”). The work stalled.


The Reagan administration had trouble with the trade issue. At first, they could not follow through on commitments to reduce America’s spending, so they still had to offer all those high-yield bonds. The Reagan officials then had little choice but to try some protectionism. On trade, their mix of managed exchange rates and partial protectionism was meant to head off much more radical protectionist proposals, moves that would have demolished even the crumbling postwar free trade system.


In Reagan’s second term, his new treasury secretary, Reagan’s former chief of staff, James Baker, took a much more activist approach than his predecessor. Tax reforms at least kept the budget problem from getting worse. Baker succeeded in driving down the value of the dollar with coordinated interventions on both sides of the Atlantic, urging Europeans to raise their own interest rates to keep investors from bidding up the dollar, while everyone still tried to keep inflation in check. In the bruising diplomacy he became accustomed to orchestrating deals with the West Germans, French, British, and Japanese.


Meanwhile, in sectoral and bilateral trade talks, the United States added more trade restraints than it removed, a turnabout for the first time from the long-standing postwar pattern. As one Reagan adviser later put it, the administration’s strategy was “to build a five-foot trade wall in order to deter a ten-foot wall [that would have been] established by Congress.” These measures did reduce the trade deficits enough to avoid the ten-foot wall. Stepping in at the request of the White House, Baker was even able to rescue a free trade agreement with Canada, a precedent that would become important later.40


Overall, on balance, to the socialist world, and to European publics in the late 1980s, capitalism seemed to be working far better than it had in the 1970s. Although the conventional wisdom was that the United States itself was overextended and in relative decline, the dark general pessimism about capitalism’s future had dissipated. The social democratic model again seemed like an attractive alternative.41


Lowering Barriers: The Momentum of Three Examples


Beyond “rights” or the recovery of global finance, the West came to symbolize something more. It then also seemed to stand decidedly for a freer flow of people, goods, and ideas. By the mid-1980s three powerful illustrations of this freer flow and lowering of barriers were China’s opening, the advent of personal computing, and Europe’s “Single Market.”


China’s opening


This came after Mao’s death in 1976 and with the rise of Deng Xiaoping to the height of power in 1978. The Chinese leaders developed a very clear assessment of the outside world of the late 1970s, and about themselves. They believed that they had learned a lot from the Soviets during the 1950s, but they now regarded the Soviet Union as the “main enemy.”


They took an especially hard look at Europe. Deng had spent time in France in his youth. He returned there in 1975, the first state visit ever by a senior Chinese communist official to a Western country.


In 1978 the Chinese organized an astonishing set of foreign study tours. Beijing dispatched hundreds of senior officials, including more than a dozen of the most senior ministers, to nearly fifty countries. The most important sets of trips were to Eastern Europe (Yugoslavia and Romania), to Hong Kong, to Japan, and above all to Western Europe.


The West European trip had an especially powerful impact. The officials visited fifteen cities in five countries. They studied harbors, transportation, factories, power plants, farms, and much more.


“The more we see,” Deng summarized, “the more we realize how backward we are.” The head of the State Planning Commission remarked, “We thought capitalist countries were backward and decadent. When we left our country and took a look, we realized things were completely different.”


The Chinese were also taken aback by how friendly and open their hosts were, how much flexibility their local governments and enterprises had to operate. The West European models, and the neighboring ones in Japan, South Korea, Singapore (with whose leader Deng developed a particular friendship), and even Taiwan all seemed to show an alternative pathway for China.


Deng turned all these reflections into policy guidance. “Our nation’s system… is basically taken from the Soviet Union. It is backward, deals with issues superficially, duplicates structures, and advances bureaucratism.… If we can’t grow faster than the capitalist countries then we can’t show the superiority of our system.” Chinese leaders “embarked on a process of learning from abroad on a scale that has few parallels in human history.”42


At first this openness to new economic ideas seemed to have a political corollary. In December 1978, Deng announced the new party line, to “emancipate our minds, seek the true path from facts.” The party had to be open to critical discussion. “Centralism can be correct only when there is a full measure of democracy,” he explained.


By March 1979, Deng had to quickly clarify that “democracy” only meant more open debate and choice within the ruling party. Some who took such words too literally had to be arrested to set an example. As a party official put it, “Lord Ye loved looking at a book with pretty pictures of dragons, but when a real dragon appeared, he was terrified.” Deng did not care for the reality of the democratic dragon. The rule came down: No one should challenge the dictatorship of the proletariat through the leadership of the party.


Meanwhile, China would now open itself to the world and the world economy. In January 1979, Deng made a historic visit to the United States. He toured the length and breadth of the country. In Texas, he went to a rodeo. A young girl on horseback gave him a big cowboy hat to wear. He theatrically put it on. One reporter observed that “in this one simple gesture, Deng seems not only to end thirty years of acrimony between China and America, but to give his own people permission to join him in imbibing American life and culture… arresting China’s historic resistance to the West.”43


The advent of personal computing


Adding to that sense of openness and new vistas was the rise of personal computing. In the 1980s there was not yet an Internet. It was the dawn of the digital revolution, like the 1820s were in the first industrial revolution, just as the first steamships and steam-powered factories were coming into use but before the railroad.


It was then called an “information revolution,” before its broader significance became apparent. This revolution enabled and accelerated the more globalized financial markets. But it was also “a very antiestablishment revolution, born in the California youth culture of the Vietnam War era.”


In the 1980s it seemed that, for the first time, the power of large computers was now available to businesses of any size, even to many individuals, combined with software that could allow ordinary people to use the machines. One of the revolutionaries, Steve Jobs, promoted the motto of “one person—one computer,” with the goal of democratizing and personalizing computer power.44


In 1980–81, IBM began developing a “Personal Computer,” using software designed by a new company called Microsoft. On the horizon were PC “clones” united more by the software than the hardware and new kinds of graphical user interfaces. But people were already realizing that they had vastly new capacities to communicate and process information.


If knowledge is an element of power, the PC revolution was empowering, and it was decentralizing. In 1982, Time magazine, for the first time in its history, did not name a man of the year. Instead it designated the personal computer as “machine of the year.” Most Americans, Time reported, believed that “in the fairly near future, home computers will be as commonplace as television sets or dishwashers.”45


Young people living in communist countries were aware of the PC revolution. Computers became one of the few industries that really interested them. Homegrown models were usually inferior imitations of earlier Western models. By 1986 one Czechoslovakian computer innovator reported:




In Czechoslovakia there are at present several tens of thousands of Western-made microcomputers, and each summer their number increases by about 10,000. With these computers comes not only technology but also ideology.… Children might soon begin to believe that Western technology represents the peak and that our technology is obsolete and bad.…


One of these days I will record on the tape for you what the children say and how they laugh when they see how we are unable to meet our plans for computer production, how they laugh when [the casings on] our computers have to be opened periodically to prevent them from burning out.… We must look at it from the political point of view, because in 10 years time it will be too late to change our children. By then they will want to change us.46





It did not take ten years.


The single European market


As the West seemed even more to symbolize new technology to empower individuals, Europe was embracing a whole new dimension of political and economic openness. For leaders and people living in Central and Eastern Europe, or in the Soviet Union, perhaps no development was more vivid, on their doorstep, than the final 1986 adoption of the Single European Act that was on track to create, by 1992, a single European market with free movement of goods, services, and people largely unhindered by special national barriers.


The story behind the Single Market was itself a miracle of policy entrepreneurship. Although West European political leaders had declared themselves in favor of moving toward a European Union, their path to do so was incremental and traditional.


By 1984 a remarkable operating partnership had been formed in the heart of Europe. Its core was a triumvirate of three leaders and their respective teams.


There was a new West German chancellor. In 1982, Schmidt had been deposed by his Social Democratic Party (SPD) for being too conservative on defense and economic issues. The SPD then fell from power, replaced by the centrist conservative Helmut Kohl, in partnership with the small liberal (Free Democrat) party headed by Schmidt’s, now Kohl’s, foreign minister, Hans-Dietrich Genscher.


Kohl had been a teenager when World War II ended in his home state of Rheinland-Pfalz, close to the French border. Mentored by Catholics from Germany’s old Catholic “Center” party, Kohl completed a doctorate in history but he prided himself on his connection to ordinary people. He thought the new Germany had to find a new normalcy, a comfort with its German identity, tolerant, partnered with America, with European integration at the “center of his political desires.”47


As Mitterrand completed his economic U-turn in 1983, he became Kohl’s core partner in Europe. This veteran of World War II and the French Resistance, a political survivor too, was committed—much more than France’s Gaullists—to the cause of European integration. The belief in European integration was a view he and other French socialists had fostered from the start of the project at the beginning of the 1950s. He and Kohl cemented their operational partnership in coordinating policy during frequent battles within the European Community, including a formative one in 1984 in which they schemed together to contain and manage Thatcher’s effort to renegotiate Britain’s financial contributions.48


The third member of this triumvirate was another Frenchman, Jacques Delors, who became the new and much more activist president of the European Commission in 1984. The European Economic Community had a governing board, its council made up of the heads of government. Its day-to-day executive entity was the Commission, with nationally selected commissioners heading the major departments.


The image of Delors is of the bespectacled former finance minister and central banker, the stereotype of the “Brussels technocrat.” In fact he came from rural roots, raised as an observant Catholic in a family whose politics were centrist. He had been a very good basketball player in his youth, an ardent devotee of American movies and jazz, and had gone to work for France’s central bank more from parental pushing than personal inclination. World War II had disrupted his education. He had never gotten the kind of formal college training some of his colleagues had, and he became known for his ability to articulate technical ideas in a plainspoken and often passionate way.


Delors and Mitterrand respected each other but were not really close. To Mitterrand, Delors, an overtly Catholic and idealistic minister, “smells of the sacristy.” As Delors’s biographer put it, “Delors is direct. Mitterrand sibylline. Delors reads books about economics and social problems while Mitterrand prefers literature and history.” Delors had gotten the Commission job as the French candidate on whom Mitterrand, Kohl, and Thatcher could agree.49


As Delors took the job, the European Commission was a passive entity, administering its programs. European leaders had recently pronounced that they hoped someday to create a European Union, but there were no operational plans for how to do it. The European leaders had decided in 1984 to proceed with letting Spain and Portugal join the EEC. Delors had the opportunity to try to convert these Union goals into action.


Delors decided to concentrate on a “big idea” that would relaunch the European enterprise. What he chose, where he thought he could gain maximum political convergence, was the idea of a truly common European market. It could not be done within the existing treaty. It would need a new treaty that, Delors announced, would be done and implemented by the end of 1992.


His crucial teammate was a British conservative, Arthur Cockfield (pronounced “ko-field”), later Lord Cockfield, who was the commissioner for the “Internal Market.” A former chairman of Britain’s Boots chain of drugstores, Cockfield had long held jobs at the intersection of business and government. He had been a favorite of Margaret Thatcher, and had helped her spearhead the privatization moves.


Cockfield was no politician, but he was a clear thinker who knew how to cut to the root of a matter and relate ideas to concrete action. Thatcher used to say, “half-admiringly, half-teasingly,” that “Arthur can’t walk past a row of pigeon-holes without wanting to fill every one of them.” The combination of Cockfield’s “cool” logic with Delors’s intuition and vision turned out to be extraordinary.50


Thatcher pushed Cockfield for one of Britain’s two “spots” on the European Commission in 1984, to be the internal market commissioner. Thatcher liked the idea of a European market that would lower barriers to free commerce. What she got was even more than she had bargained for.


Cockfield, backed by Delors and aided by his own talented multinational team, proceeded within six months, during the first half of 1985, to produce “a massively detailed—yet elegantly shaped—programme of no fewer than 279 measures that they considered necessary to the operation of a ‘frontier free Europe.’” By clearly and precisely delineating how to do it, more by taking structures down or harmonizing them than by requiring construction of elaborate new castles, the Cockfield team had in effect called the bluff of the European leaders.


As Cockfield put it, “The proposals in the White Paper programme are a coherent whole. You cannot pick what you like and discard what you do not. Unless the internal frontiers and frontier controls are abolished, the benefits of the Single Market cannot be achieved.” The leaders were now faced with an up-or-down choice of a plausible, concrete plan to do exactly what they had vaguely promised to achieve.51


That was not all. For the system to work, the old requirement of unanimous decisions by all member states of the European Economic Community had to go too. It would be replaced by “qualified majority voting” among the members to create an organization far more able to act, an organization that now would just be called the “European Community.”


The leaders ratified the plan, some with a good deal of reluctance. They realized that if they reopened some of the package, the whole thing would fall apart. Then the Single Market 1992 target would have to be abandoned. The European project would seem derailed. So they said yes.


Thatcher herself felt obliged to go along, while being surprised and annoyed by Cockfield’s skill and insistence on harmonizing British taxes as well. She did not reappoint him to the Commission when his term expired in 1988. As his estrangement from Thatcher became evident, that only added to his influence with the other Europeans.52


Nothing since the original Treaty of Rome in 1957 did more to transform the economies and societies in the revamped European Community. As Greece and Spain joined the EC on this path to create a European Union, it was a decisive signal that a new Europe seemed to be coming into being. Those in the East were being left out, left behind.



The Renewal of Anticommunism



During the 1960s and well into the 1970s, anticommunism seemed tarnished and frightening. It was associated with forces of reaction, preservation of privilege, imperialism, and the dehumanizing violence of the Vietnam War. The United States seemed to be waging wars to contain communism, overt and covert, all over the world. The Soviet Union and its allies were not doing so much, except to police their own bloc, as with their brief and decisive invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968.


By the mid-1980s the situation seemed very different. There were still plenty of people who believed the United States was threatening and were worried about the policies of its president, Ronald Reagan. But the war in Vietnam was over. The United States had quit waging big wars of containment.


Elsewhere in the less developed world, the Americans did not seem very scary. During the 1970s the American defeat in Vietnam helped inspire a new generation of decolonization movements and “liberation struggles” in Africa and the Middle East, as well as in Latin America. The United States did not invade Iran after the 1979 revolution there, settling for a hostage rescue mission that failed badly.


The United States considered military intervention to contain the left-wing revolution in Nicaragua in 1979 that was supported by Cuba and the Soviet Union. But the Carter and Reagan administrations both decided against it. The CIA’s programs for covert action were largely wound down, accompanied by public revelations and recrimination. The Reagan administration tried to subvert the Nicaraguan government and assist neighboring El Salvador, but these efforts were not very effective and were visibly hamstrung by the U.S. Congress and other domestic opponents.


The American humanitarian intervention in Lebanon in 1982 had turned into an effort to help pacify that country. This failed disastrously in 1983. Outmaneuvered and defeated by the Syrians, the Soviets, and their allies (which included a militia linked to Iran), the Americans gave up and withdrew early in 1984. A meaningless intervention to restore order in the little Caribbean island of Grenada (after a violent military coup overthrew a left-wing government there) did not seem to count for much.


The most dramatic Western foreign intervention of the early 1980s did not come from America at all and it was not against communists. It came from Britain. In the spring of 1982, Thatcher dispatched a task force that successfully reversed the Argentine dictatorship’s invasion of the small Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic, which Argentina claimed. The Reagan administration had wavered for months about how to respond, before it finally lined up in support of the British.53


In Africa, the Cuban and Soviet bloc military intervention in southern Angola was winning. The Cuban and Soviet bloc military intervention in Ethiopia was winning. The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan had taken over the country; the Soviets and their Afghan allies were fighting continued resistance.


In other words, from the 1970s on into the mid-1980s, in the Third World it was the Soviets and their allies who seemed more active and menacing. In the critical swing states of Europe and East Asia, the 1970s were a time of increasing worry about Soviet military modernization and momentum. The swing states reacted by drawing closer to the United States.
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On both sides of the Atlantic, anticommunism came to stand for principles more associated with classical liberalism: limited government; individual rights; lowered barriers to the free movement of goods, ideas, and people; and defenses designed more to reassure than to threaten. The key states of Europe and East Asia did not plead for American wars of containment. Instead they urged the United States to build up more military power in their regions in order to reassure them that they were safe.


This the United States did. In these core regions the U.S. response, diplomatic as well as military, was competent and effective.


The Chinese leadership had stopped worrying about American aggression in 1969. By 1979, when China’s leader took his triumphant tour of the United States, he was attacking American leaders—for not being tough enough on the Soviets! He said that American policy seemed to amount to the appeasement of the Soviet Union. An editorial in the Chinese government’s People’s Daily warned, “Certain leading figures of the U.S. monopoly bourgeoisie have forgotten the lessons of Munich.”54


In 1979 the Carter administration resolved its earlier doubts and reaffirmed American security partnerships in East Asia. The Reagan administration strengthened these commitments. Amid all its internal squabbling on other matters, the administration had a cohesive and purposeful team working on Asia policy. Led by Secretary of State George Shultz, the United States “set in place a sustained forward strategy in the Pacific that resulted in significantly diminished Soviet ambitions; improved ties with all the other major powers—particularly Japan, but also China and India; movement toward an integrated economic vision of an Asia-Pacific community; and democratic transitions in South Korea, the Philippines, and Taiwan.”55
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But the prime military confrontation was not in Asia. It was in Europe.


It is difficult now to remember the scale and intensity of the military rivalry in Europe, readying for war between the opposing alliances, NATO and the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact. In all of recorded history, as one well-informed American official noticed, “No other war has been so thoroughly planned and well prepared, yet never fought.”56


As the Vietnam War ended, the European and American forces deployed in the NATO alliance were hollowed out, and their cohesion and morale sagged. More and more reliance was placed on “flexible response,” the U.S. readiness to use nuclear weapons if Soviet conventional forces began overrunning Germany.


Well informed by their intelligence sources in the West, the Soviets understood NATO’s problems. During the mid-1970s both sides initiated massive efforts to modernize and improve their forces in Europe, conventional and nuclear.


At all times the American and NATO side felt they were starting from a position of relative weakness. If they could build up their conventional forces and at least slow a Soviet conventional advance, perhaps, their strategists thought, they could reduce the danger of nuclear escalation. If they could match Soviet nuclear weapons targeting Europe with better U.S. weapons of their own, based in Europe, perhaps their nuclear deterrent would also be more credible. That way they would not have to lean so much on threatening to set off a global thermonuclear war by relying on the American weapons based in North America or at sea.


In the mid-1970s the Soviet side built up and added to its military advantages in Europe. Presuming that the capitalist system was inherently aggressive, “Soviet strategy betrayed an inherent sense of insecurity that was to be offset by overwhelming military power. The Soviet military, whose ideological commitment remained strong while the political leadership was faltering, were increasingly influential in shaping the Warsaw Pact’s military planning although it was their Kremlin superiors who controlled it.”57


As NATO was responding to its obvious weaknesses, the Soviet bloc elaborated and began implementing a breathtakingly ambitious military strategy. Using a highly capable theater-range missile based in the Soviet Union, the SS-20, to deter NATO nuclear use and “hold all of Europe hostage” (as a key Soviet war planner later put it), the Soviet military’s “strategy of deep operations” planned to be able to advance at least three hundred miles in the first week of an offensive after war broke out.58


American and West European governments could see the staggering scale of these Soviet and Warsaw Pact military developments. A small number of officials also had access to key Soviet strategic documents provided by two well-placed agents, one a general in Soviet military intelligence and the other a senior staff officer in the Polish military.59


Both sides sought a conventional military advantage that would avoid any nuclear war. The conventional arms race was thus the most costly and dynamic aspect of the rivalry.


The military confrontation in Europe from the mid-1970s until the end of the 1980s spurred “the greatest renaissance of military thinking in the 20th century. High-quality intelligence, in both senses of the word, shaped the actions of the two sides, and each was often very quick to adopt the other’s innovations.” Yet, the analyst added, “In the arms race that followed, Central Europe gained the disturbing distinction of having the heaviest concentration on earth of conventional and nuclear weapons.”60


In 1978–79, NATO decided it also needed a better nuclear deterrent, based in Europe, to offset the SS-20s. The leadership for this defense initiative, the most consequential and controversial defense move in Europe since the 1950s, had come from Western Europe. The central figure was West German chancellor Schmidt, whose pressure for American reassurance was one more facet of his unease about American reliability during the Carter administration. The key policy development was done by West German, British, and Norwegian officials, allied with supporters inside the American government. The Carter administration decided to accept the European challenge and provide the nuclear missiles for this NATO deployment.61


NATO coordinated a plan to deploy new American missiles in West Germany, Britain, and three other NATO countries, while offering to negotiate an arms control agreement to limit them. After Carter was voted out of office, the Reagan administration followed through on this “dual-track” commitment, balancing military and diplomatic moves.


The United States also turned to a strategy that tried to leverage American technology against Soviet brute strength and numbers: the creation of precision-guided munitions and new weapon systems that depended on sophisticated technology Moscow could not hope to match.62 At the end of his term President Carter requested the sharpest increase in U.S. defense spending since the height of the Vietnam War.


For Ronald Reagan that was not enough. He believed that the West had been soft on communism and had paid dearly for it as Soviet power and influence spread across the globe. He came to office determined to confront and convert his foe.


Reagan’s confrontational style was evident in the way he thought and talked about nuclear weapons. Convinced that the Soviets believed nuclear war to be winnable, he redirected American nuclear strategy toward “warfighting” as the basis of deterrence. In doing so he frightened many Europeans and made many Americans uneasy.


That style was evident in arms control too, which the Reagan administration was certain had codified Western weakness and Soviet strength. Reagan assumed an all-or-nothing negotiating stance, insisting on a “zero option” for U.S. and Soviet intermediate-range nuclear forces in Europe. He made clear that the United States would deploy its own nuclear missile forces in the five NATO countries if Moscow did not remove every single one of the more than four hundred SS-20 intermediate-range missiles that appeared to pose a distinct new threat to Western Europe. The deployment of the U.S. missiles was to begin in 1983.


The Soviet government used every available political and diplomatic asset to prevent the deployment of the American missiles. The standoff in Europe was tense, the most dangerous period of U.S.-Soviet confrontation since the 1961–62 crises over Berlin and missiles in Cuba.


The governments in Western Europe were trying to maintain a delicate balance. They wanted to preserve cordial political and economic relations with the East, but they also wanted to address their fears about security. The governments were assailed by a huge and growing movement of peace activists. The activists argued that the military policies of both sides were insane and endangered everyone.
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By 1982 and 1983 the security and economic debates converged in a great debate over Europe’s future. The enormous political battle in Western Europe over NATO deployment of what were called the “Euromissiles” joined the already high tensions over the painful economic adjustments of the “hard money” era. It was a tipping point in a “global election” between alternative systems.


As we mentioned earlier, the socialist-led French government made its choice on the economic issues. In 1982, reacting to the nuclear and economic issues, the West German Social Democrats withdrew their support from their own chancellor.


The small centrist liberal party that had been part of West Germany’s ruling coalition, led by foreign minister Hans-Dietrich Genscher, was determined to hold the line on both economics and the Euromissiles. Genscher joined a new governing coalition led by Helmut Kohl. West Germany became the supreme political battleground.


In January 1983, Mitterrand decided that he felt so strongly about the Euromissile question that, although France had not taken a direct part in the NATO nuclear decision, this was a debate France had to join. He and his circle worried that a set of beliefs were developing “with great speed” that excused Soviet behavior and inclined toward pacifism.


With his own sense of history, the sixty-six-year-old Mitterrand “rebelled against this state of mind vehemently, spontaneously, and viscerally.” He journeyed to Bonn and, in a remarkable move, spoke directly to the West German parliament, the Bundestag. He asked the West Germans to stick by the Euromissile choice.63


The Soviet foreign minister visited West Germany too. Also intervening in West German politics, he urged the German people to reject the missiles. In July 1983 the G-7 nations decided, for the first time, to join together to address a noneconomic topic: a statement of support for the missile deployment.64


In elections later in 1983, the West German people voted decisively to support the Kohl-Genscher coalition. The missiles were deployed.


Thatcher was overwhelmingly reelected the same year. Reagan was easily reelected in 1984, as were Thatcher and Kohl in 1987, and Mitterrand in 1988.


Although it was four years before Moscow accepted Reagan’s “zero option,” NATO had taken the Soviet Union’s best shot at derailing Western policy and won. The failure of that confrontational approach had a lasting effect on the Soviets’ thinking about their policy toward Western Europe. As Mikhail Gorbachev later acknowledged, this setback weakened faith in a purely military approach to Soviet security problems.65


More upbeat economic news was important. But where it mattered, the West had also strengthened its association with “security.”


“Security” was not just a matter of the West-East military balance. Publics were greatly disturbed by the host of terrorist incidents in the 1970s and 1980s, whether carried out by mainly radical left groups in Italy and West Germany, or the Irish Republican Army in Britain (including a serious attempt to kill Thatcher), or the spectacular acts of terror associated with radical groups supporting the Palestinian cause.


The images of terrorism and disorder tended to rally citizens more toward anticommunism, toward the conservative parties. Some of the East bloc governments, like that in East Germany, actually seemed to have secret connections with some of the terrorist groups.


The Carter and Reagan administrations’ reluctance to mount large foreign interventions turned out in this period to be an asset, not a liability. With “imperialism” and “Vietnam” off the table, America seemed less ogreish, more reassuring. It was Soviet activism that grabbed the most attention and worry. In Western Europe and in East Asia, American help was sought, not forced.66
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By the late 1980s it seemed that the metaphorical “West” had gone a long way toward crafting the “alternative” Orwell had desperately hoped for in the dark days of 1947. It was creating “the spectacle of a community where people are relatively free and happy and where the main motive in life is not the pursuit of money or power.”


The pursuit of money and power was certainly still there. Most people did not quite separate it from the pursuit of happiness. Still, it seemed clear that something deep had changed from the old class struggles of the mid-twentieth century.


Some thought the age merited a new label like “post-materialist.” In this emerging post-materialist age, public concerns were shifting away from material necessities or physical security. People were more concerned about the wider environment and their quality of life.67


Meanwhile, the Soviet Union still seemed to epitomize Burnham’s vision of a “managerial state.” As its top leaders had aged, the managerial elite in the ruling party seemed decaying and dangerous, not awe-inspiring. In September 1983, Soviet air defenses had dispatched an interceptor that destroyed a South Korean airliner which had strayed accidentally into Soviet airspace. The Soviet government ardently defended this action.


Also in 1983, and more secretly, the Soviet military and intelligence complex nurtured greatly exaggerated fears about a possible U.S. nuclear attack. These fears elevated the danger of a major war in ways the West only discovered later.68


In April 1986 an ill-managed Soviet nuclear reactor in Chernobyl, near Kiev, exploded. The disaster forced a mass evacuation. The tragedy was concealed by the Soviet government for weeks until Western sources detected what had happened.


The West had changed. Arguments about rights and expressive freedom had taken the place of Jim Crow and race riots. Disputes about nuclear arms control had taken the place of “imperialism” and “Vietnam.” Speculations about the new Europe or personal computers or Chinese growth had taken the place of hand-wringing about capitalism in crisis.


The East had not changed. Its symbols were the leaders for the last ten years from 1975 to 1985: Leonid Brezhnev, senile and dying; Yuri Andropov, sick and dying; Konstantin Chernenko, sick and dying.


So the biggest symbol of change, at least at first, was the new leader named in 1985: Mikhail Gorbachev, smiling and vigorous.
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