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produced more controversy than that of

the origins of the Cold War between the
United States and the Soviet Union. Historians
have disagreed, often sharply, over the question
of who was responsible for the breakdown of
American Soviet relations, and on whether the
conflict between the two superpowers was
inevitable or could have been avoided. Even if
the Cold War is over now, this is definitely not
true of the debate over its origins.

One might observe that, in recent years, the
substance of the controversy has shifted
somehow from the initial, often visceral,
confrontation between the “orthodox” and the
revisionist theses to a subtler, but not less ardent,
argument. This last, but definitely not the least
dispute, among the Cold War historians is
generated by the new evidences emerged in

N o issue in recent American history has

Traditionalists and Revisionists

Initially, leading Western statesmen like
Winston Churchill, Harry Truman, Anthony
Eden or first level policy-making diplomats such
as James F. Bymes, Charles Bohlen, Dean
Acheson, George F. Kennan and others
dominated the field.! They were followed, in the
1950s and 1960s, by scholars like William H.
McNeill, Herbert Feis, Arthur M. Schlesinger, jr.,
Gaddis Smith, Martin F. Herz and others, all
presenting what came to be known as the
“orthodox” or “traditionalist” point of view.’

Basically, this perspective was focused on
the idea that, if blame is to be attributed for the
outbreak of the Cold War, the Soviet Union

recent years from the former Soviet and Eastern
Europeans countries archives and by the new
approaches proposed as a result.

The debate over the origins of the Cold War
may be important not only for historical
accuracy, but also for the impact it may have on
theoretical issues since scholars of international
relations both learn from historical accounts and
utilize them as examples and evidence. Thus, it is
my belief that a review of the major schools of
historical thought on the Cold War and their
statements on its origins may be appropriate. The
literature on this topic is undoubtedly immense,
and the effort to summarize the different views
could not cover it thoroughly in consequantly
this study, fousing mainly on the most
representative works of the American historians,
has inherently shortcomings.

deserves to be credited with full responsibility
for the onset of the conflict, while the United
States was, according to this view, totally
innocent. Soviet aggressiveness, in its leaders
and system alike, is considered to be a primary, if
not the sole factor behind the Cold War. For
example, Herbert Feis is convinced that under
Stalin, during the war, the Russian people, “were
trying not only to extend their boundaries and
their control over neighboring states but also
beginning to revert to their revolutionary effort
throughout the world. Within the next few years

this was to break the coalition [...]”.
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In the same manner, Gaddis Smith affirms
that, in the face of Soviet determination to
embark upon a policy of expansion, the United
States had to protect both its own legitimate
security interests and democracy in the various
European nations, and it would probably have
mattered little what other policies the American
policy makers had initially followed.* Or, as
Arthur Schlesinger, jr. concluded: “[...] The
Cold War was the brave and essential response of
free men to communist aggression”.’

For more than a decade after the end of
World War II, few historians in the United Sates
saw any reason to challenge the most accepted
American interpretation of the beginnings of the
Cold War. However, as the years passed, the first
works in what become known as the “revisionist”
interpretation began to appear and as early as
1959 William Appleman Williams challenged
the accepted wisdom in his book The Tragedy of
American Diplomacy. The United States had
operated in world affairs, Williams argued, in
response to one ovemrriding concern: its
commitment to maintaining an “open door” for
American trade in world markets. The
confrontation with the Soviet Union was less a
response to the Russian aggressive designs than
an expression of the American belief in the
necessity of capitalist expansion.® Even if the
thesis proposed by Mr. Williams has been
repeatedly revised by the author’, and later
revisionists modified many of Williams’s claims,
some of the basic outlines of his views were
accepted by most historians of the new-born
school of “revisionist” or “New Left”
historiography.®

Initially the revisionists were few in
numbers and attracted relatively little attention’.
In the 1960s and 1970s, however, partly because
the American involvement in Vietnam
disillusioned many historians with the premises
of the containment policy, and partly because of
an increased tendency by the American public to
criticize their country’s foreign and domestic
policies, the revisionists became more numerous
and influential; and New Left historiography has
drawn the attention of specialists and non—
specialists alike.

An outline of the revisionists thesis includes
statements such as: the United States had been
primarily to blame for the Cold War; the Soviet
Union had displayed no aggressive designs
toward the West (and in any case was too weak
and exhausted at the end of the Second World
War to be able to pose a serious threat to United
States); America had used its nuclear monopoly
to attempt to threaten and intimidate Stalin;
President Truman had recklessly abandoned the
conciliatory policies of Franklin D. Roosevelt
and taken a provocative hard line against the
Russians; and the Soviet responses had reflected
a legitimate fear of capitalist encirclement. Or, as
the moderate revisionist Lloyd Gardner asserts,
the United States, the strongest power at the
time, ought to have shown more understanding of
Moscow’s essential economic and security
interests:  responsibility for the way in which
the Cold War developed, at least, belongs more
to the United States. At the end of the war it had
much greater opportunity and far more options to
influence the course of events than the Soviet
Union, whose situation in victory was worse in
some ways than that of the defeated countries”."

The new and challenging approaches of the
New Left historiography set the stage for one of
the most intriguing and passionate disputes
between historians and political scientists about
the origins of the Cold War, a topic which, as
JL.Gaddis affirms, “was capable of eliciting
torrents of impassioned prose, of inducing
normally placid professors to behave like
gladiators at scholarly meetings, of provoking
calls for suppression of unpopular points of view,
threats of lawsuits, and, most shocking of all, the
checking of footnotes.™"!

There are at least three observations to be
made regarding this fierce debate between
traditionalists and revisionists. First concemns the
sources used by each side. The early “orthodox”
scholars tended to see the conflict much as
American officials of the time did. Because they
had only limited access to classified documents
from various departments and governmental
agencies involved in United States Cold War
policy-making, they had to rely mostly on public
papers, unclassified materials and, not least, on
personal experiences. The revisionist scholars
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and the later traditionalists, however, benefited
from the emergence of a huge quantity of
documents on American foreign policy in the
early 1970s, and the arguments between the two
historical schools were fueled even more. But
neither of the two schools grounded their studies
on Soviet archives, still unavailable at that
moment. "

Second, the aforementioned division in only
two broad schools was not as widely accepted by
the historians at that moment at it appears to be
at the present time. Differences existed among
historians within each school, particularly in the
revisionist camp", underlining the complexities
involved in interpreting the Cold War." But
other scholars have now gone beyond simply
stressing those internal differences and have
identified more than the two  usual
historiographical schools (“conventional, liberal-
realist, moderate revisionist, and radical or New
Left revisionist™®) some even identifying as
many as six major groups: “right-wing idealists”,
“hard realists”, “soft or restrained realists”,
“liberal moralists”, “moderate revisionists”, and
“radical revisionists”.'®

Third, the controversy over the Cold War
between traditionalists and revisionists can be
observed in at least three major questions: 1)
which political and economic system, American
or Soviet, bears the most responsibility for the
onset of the conflict? 2) what was the driving
force of American foreign policy, idealism or
capitalism (economic expansion and protection
of markets)? 3) what lay behind Stalin’s moves
during the first postwar decade, a policy of
expansion or merely defense? Until the 1980s,
the answers to those questions were crucial for
placing an author in one of the two major
historiographical schools on the Cold War
history."”

1. Concerning the first issue, some
revisionists'®, for example, affirmed that the
main characteristic of the United States followed
from its capitalist economic system, and the
American policy-makers were obedient to the
representatives of the big business. For New Left
historians these facts shaped the policies of the
United States toward Soviet Russia and other
countries during and after the Second World

War. The effects of this malign influence, as
summarized by Thomas T. Hammond, were: “a)
the leaders of the American government were
bitterly hostile toward communism and the
Soviet Union; b) American capitalists and their
governmental cohorts were determined to keep
Eastern Europe open to American business
interests; c¢) the US government opposed all
leftists, whether Communist or not, and
supported only rightists, thereby coming into
conflict with the democratic aspirations of the
masses in Eastern Europe™’. In opposition, the
traditionalists focused on the nature of Soviet
system considered to be “possessed by
convictions both of the infallibility of the
communist word and the inevitability of the
communist world “*°, and actively expansionist
due to a combination of many factors among
which communist ideology, imperial (tsarist)
traditions, security obsessions, messianic
thought, economic interests, and Stalin’s
paranoia.”!

2. A second point of contention between the
revisionists and the traditionalists was offered by
their different answers to the question of what
was considered to be the motivating force behind
the actions of American leaders, particularly
towards the Soviets. In general, the traditionalist
historians affirmed that American foreign policy
in the aftermath of the Second World War was
built on generous principles as: securing world
cooperation through the United Nations,
improving the “moral law and freedom™? of the
nations, protecting its own legitimate security
interests and democratic values, promoting the
welfare of various countries.” Revisionist writers
disagreed with the traditionalist on these points
stressing the idea that the driving force of United
States foreign policy, despite its superficial
idealism, was capitalism and economic
expansion, not the security threat posed by Soviet
Union. Most revisionist theses follow the views
of William A. Williams but reach from an
extreme stand®* toward a moderate one®’.

3. Regarding the motives for the Stalin’s
actions the revisionist claimed that the Soviet
Union could legitimately desire friendly states
along its borders and, at least for the first years
after the war, Stalin had no preconceived plan
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to communize Eastern Europe. He tolerated the
capitalist economies and the non-Soviet
political regimes of the region, and the
sovietization of the Eastern Europe was a
reaction to hostile actions and policies of the
West.” The defenders of the orthodox position
have viewed the Soviet actions as part of a
general policy of expansion, and they have
strongly opposed the description of Stalin’s
policies in Eastern Europe as “moderate”,

Post —revisionism

In the later years of the Cold War, the
revisionist interpretations began to produce yet
another kind of reaction of its own, what some
have called the “post-revisionist” view of the
conflict” Historians of American foreign
relations, the foremost among them being John
Lewis Gaddis™, have tried to forge a synthesis
that integrates both the domestic and the
mternational dimensions of American diplomacy,
and to take the best elements from both
approaches, modifying some of the traditional
arguments, accepting some of the revisionist
positions. At the same time, the post-revisionists
have criticized revisionists for their Iimited
perspectives and ideological baggage, while
disagreeing with some of the biases and
assumptions of the orthodox camp.

In their attempt to strike a balance between
the two historiographical camps, the post-
revisionists essentially identified areas of blame
and misperception on both sides of the argument.
They accepted some American responsibility for
the Cold War and were strongly critical of
American intervention in the developing
countries, for example, yet still found credible
the Soviet threat to Europe and Japan. The post-
revisionist  scholars insisted on mutual
misperception, mutual reactivity and shared
responsibility between the superpowers. But the
ultimate goal of those writers was, as Gaddis
states, to reach “a third stage, beyond orthodoxy
and revisionism, in the historiography of the
period.”, meaning a new perspective on the
history of the Cold War.

In his article, “The Emerging Post-
Revisionist Synthesis on the Origins of the Cold
War”, John Lewis Gaddis attempted to

“cautious”, or “conservative”.”’ Regarding the
legitimate Soviet interests in establishing a
sphere of influence in Eastern Europe in order
to protect its own borders, some traditionalist
scholars argued that the policymakers in the
United States considered such a development
inevitable but by recognizing “special [Soviet]
security interests”*® in Eastern Europe they did
not meant the imposition of Soviet — style
dictatorships in region.

summarize the fundamental assertions of the new
historiography in contrast with the main New
Left and traditionalist propositions.

First, he argued that if “there was [for
American policymakers] concern about a
postwar depression [...] was only one aspect of a
more general preoccupation with what was now
coming to be called “national security™?,
stressing that domestic economic interests have
not been the driving force in American
policymaking and “economic instruments were
used to serve political ends, not the other way
around as the Leninist model of imperialism
would seem to imply.”

Second, Gaddis criticized the simplistic
assumption of the revisionist historiography that
Stalin was eager for cooperation and American
intransigence actually frustrated him. Relying on
Vojtech Mastny, William Taubmann and other
scholars’ interpretation of the fragmentary Soviet
and East European sources, Gaddis indicates that,
consistent with the new documents, “the primary
cause of the Cold War was Stalin’s ill-defined
ambition, his determination to seek security in
such a way as to leave little or none for other
actors in the international arena.”*

Third, in opposition to the New Left
argument that the United States imposed its
empire on unwilling clients, forging mandatory
alliances and compelling its allies into economic
dependency, the post-revisionist scholarship has
given more attention to the decision-making
processes in countries from Western Europe to
the Near East, and the arguments seem to
demonstrate that ‘“the United States was not
alone in perceiving the Soviet Union as a threat
after the World War II. Other countries shared
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this impression and sought to bring in the United
States to redress the balance.”**

Fourth, in response to the revisionist idea
that the policy of containment was implemented
against the will of the American people, who
were heavily manipulated by the government’s
use of the communist threat, some post-
revisionists have suggested that public and
congressional opinion shifted in the direction of
containment ahead the policymakers. Other
historians stressed the ability of policymakers to
shape public opinion in predetermined directions,
but as Gaddis states, the two visions may not be
as opposed, as they first appear. *

Fifth, post-revisionist analysis differs from
the traditionalist views and confirms the
revisionist thesis regarding: 1) the assertion that
the United states government consciously
overestimated the external dangers from time to
time in order to achieve certain domestic goals
and 2) the use of the “imperial” paradigm for an
American “empire” built “at the invitation of
those seeking security”.*’

The post-revisionist synthesis was labeled in
various forms — “neo-orthodox”, “eclectic” and
produced differing reactions and interpretations
in its own right®®, varying from admiration® to
denial®. Anyway, the post-revisionist scholars
made a breakthrough in the debate on Cold War
by borrowing insights from the psychological
decision-making and realist literatures in

political science and producing, if not an
effective synthesis, at least a dominant approach
based on the “national security imperative”. In
other words the major concern of the new
historiography was not over the question of who
has to bear the responsibility for the onset of the
Cold War, but with the way that policymakers
(American and Soviet) perceived global threats
to the nation’s security and how they responded
to those threats.*

The common element of different,
sometimes controversial, post-revisionist works
is their view on the “national security” concept,
broadly defined to mean the relation between
domestic and international factors affecting a
country’s security and to include the social,
economic, political and military considerations
that influence the process of policy-making.

Moreover, seen in this light, the concept also
included consideration of the cultural context
and the mentality of the decision-makers.” But
the handling of such a complex and ambiguous
term proved to be extremely difficult and
produced disputes of its own.

The use of the “national security” concept
for the explanation of the U.S. actions was
questioned from the beginning, some scholars
stressing the fact that this term did not exist
before the Second World War and the substance
of the concept emerged only when the context of
the Cold War was already established, thus
accusing the post-revisionists that “they have
made the same discursive turn that Cold War
policymakers themselves made: conflating a
wide variety of contexts and complexities into a
symbolically powerful but increasingly diffuse
phrase — national security”*. The main argument
of the critics of the “national security paradigm”
was that this complex, if not ambiguous, term
excluded other crucial elements, especially the
ideological ones.*

But in the 1980s the use of the “national
security paradigm” became a scholarly fashion
and during that period well over 90 percent of
nearly two thousand books on this topic were
published.* Meanwhile the complexity of the
concept generated confusion and different
approaches encompassing geopolitical and
geostrategic discourses, considerations of the
perceptions of the Cold War policymakers and
various definitions of American national security
interests during the Cold War.

Some observations must be made regarding
this subject. First, the emergence of this concept
did not entirely obviate the question of
responsibility for unleashing the Cold War. Such
post-revisionist historians as Melvyn Leffler
have also asserted that the Cold War was largely
caused by the actions of the United States, with
the Soviets responding defensively to American
initiatives.*¢ :

Second, applying the national security model,
post-revisionist scholars led the historiography on
the Cold War to a more profound study of the
internal mechanisms of foreign policymaking,
outlining different visions and behaviors of the
various agencies, departments and institutions
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involved in the United States decision-making
process during the early years of the Cold War.
For example, John Lewis Gaddis, gives much
emphasis to the role of George Kennan, the Policy
Planning Staff and the State Department for
establishing the national security policies at the
beginning of the Cold War* while Melvyn P.
Leffler analyzes the perceptions and objectives of
“those defense officials most concemed with
defining and defending the nation’s security and
strategic interests™*.

Third, the national security approach
stresses the truism that foreign policy is made by

Realism

At the same time, another effect of the
proliferation of the “national security” concept
among historians of the United States foreign
policy was that diplomatic history was moved
close to a political science subdiscipline of
international relations — realism. This outcome
was possible mainly because the post-revisionists
allegedly rejected the ideological factor as a
determinant for the superpowers confrontation
and the theoreticians of the “national security”
schema were looking for new concepts and
instruments in order to provide a sound
systematization of the international environment
at the beginning of the Cold War.

Nonetheless, during the 1980s the domain of
international relations  was  developing
substantially in the direction of building abstract
models; and the new, post-revisionist,
historiography offered historical examples to
illustrate the new theories of international
politics.>® Also it must be mentioned the fact that
the field of international relations produced a
even more complex view concerning the
controversy over the Cold War and the
theoreticians in this field identified at least four

approaches based on  geopolitical and
geostrategical arguments: “realist”,
“subjectivist”, “Internalist” and “inter-system”.’!

Basically, the realist theory states that
policies are determined by the competition over
capabilities among states and although there are
major conceptual differences between the two
schools of thought, both “classical” realism and
neorealism affirm that the basis for international

policymakers and the study of their mentality is
important in order to understand their decisions.
The early post-revisionists rejected the
ideological viewpoints of traditionalists and
revisionists alike; but by placing a strong
emphasis on a  supposedly  consistent
misperception by the political leadership that
shaped the American foreign policy after the
Second World War, they actually opened a
substantial debate concerning the beliefs, the
values and the personality of the first and second-
level characters involved. *

relations is the nation-states non-ideological
quest for power.”> Thus the realist theory states
that in the early years of the Cold War there was
no communist bloc unified by a common
ideology but only individual actors-states seeking
to protect their national interests and largely
misperceiving the legitimate desires for security
by others states. This view sustained the post-
revisionist theories of mutual reactivity between
the Soviet Union and the United States and their
joint responsibility for the beginning of the Cold
War.”?

One of the results of adopting input from the
field of international relations was that some
historians advocated a so-called “corporatist”
model to explain the behavior of the United
States at the beginning of the Cold War. Michael
J. Hogan, Chester J. Pach, Jr., David S. Painter or
Robert A. Pollard, argued that collaboration
among corporations, public and private agencies,
and supranational organizations influenced the
American decision-making process in the first
years of the Cold War. By proposing such a
concept they tried to provide a multidimensional
tool for analyzing such policies as containment
or the Marshall Plan, stressing the role of big
business and describing such developments as
“military assistance policy”, “national oil policy”
or the attempts to establish a “corporative world
order”>* Focusing on geo-economic forces,
however, the corporatist approach stressed the
influence of domestic factors in the formulation
of American foreign policy during the first years
of the Cold War.
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Another outcome of the realist theory in late
1980s and early 1990s in the historiography of
the Cold War was the “internationalization” of
American  diplomatic  history, both in
encouraging a closer collaboration between
American and non-American historians, and in
focusing research on the study of bilateral
relations between United States and various
countries at the beginning and during the Cold
War.*® Such an opening led not only to a more
accurate analysis of the American influence and
of the impact of United States policies in early
years of the Cold War, but also to a more

The “new Cold War history”?

Then, in 1991, the Soviet Union ceased to
exist and an opening of Soviet archives followed
the complete collapse of communist power in
Russia. The resulting flow of new evidences
revived the controversy over the origins and
evolution of the Cold War and, at the same time,
reinvigorated the debate over the American
policymaking in the postwar era.*

The collapse of Soviet power had other
effects on the historiography of the Cold War. It
produced a real and effective “internationa-
lization” of the history of the conflict, both in
terms of available documentation and the active
historians alike. Numerous researchers coming
from the former Soviet Empire took their rightful
places at the discussion tables and enriched the
Cold War historiography with sound perspectives
and descriptions %.

Also, the profound impact of the newly
gained access to the once forbidden sources can
be easily seen in the dimensions of an initiative
like the Cold War International History Project
of the Woodrow Wilson International Center for
Scholars, established in 1991 in Washington,
D.C. ®. The scientific quality of the Working
Paper Series (more than 30 studies at the time of
writing) has to be stressed in this context because
it covers a multitude of topics and it provides
new findings and interpretations on Cold War
phenomenon from historians around the globe.

For American researchers, the opening of
Russian archives in 1992 meant the opportunity
to complete their analyses of the origins of the
Cold War with sound studies on Soviet foreign

balanced perspective of the role of the smaller
states which, in order to protect their security,
“invited” the United States to assume increased
responsibilities.’’

In the early 1990s the realist perspective on
the origins of the Cold War seemed to remain,
despite the critics, the predominant view of the
history of the Cold War. These considerations of
geopolitical, social, cultural factors involved in
American foreign policymaking after the Second
World War rested almost unchallenged, and
continued to represent a dominant presence in
American history textbooks.®

policy; and historians had great expectations
from the fact that finally “the era of serious and
detailed study could begin, yelding definitive
answers to a whole series of questions, most
particularly whether or to what degree the
Russians were responsible for the outbreak of the
Cold War”®. Even those “definitive answers”
have not been forthcoming, the archival opening,
not only from the former Soviet Union but also
from such ex-satellite eastern countries as
Poland, Hungary, Romania and Czechoslovakia,
fueled a new debate, this time on Stalin’s policies
and motivations.*

This more recent dispute of historians® on
the early Cold War years reveal a tendency,
present in the new Russian historiography on the
Cold War as well®®, to re-evaluate the role and
the importance of ideology and perceptions in the
analysis of the Soviet foreign policymaking
processes.®® For example in his new study
“Revolution by Degree: Stalin’s National-Front
Strategy for Europe, 1941-1947” Eduard Mark
states that “a socialized Eastern Europe [...] was,
explicitly, the ultimate aim of his [Stalin’s]
policies in Eastern Europe—an aim deeply
rooted in his regime’s ideology and his personal
beliefs. From his Marxist—Leninist perspective,
moreover, it was obviously more prudent that the
military security of the USSR should ultimately
be entrusted to a glacis of socialized states in
Eastern Europe than to agreements with capitalist
states that he viewed as intrinsically predatory
potential enemies.”®’



40

Euro-Atlantic Studies

But symptomatic of the impact of the new
sources on the evolution of American
historiography on the Cold War during the last
two decades are the changes produced in the
approaches of two important scholars: Melvyn P.
Leffler and John Lewis Gaddis.

In 1984, Leffler, following the classical
realist pattern, was convinced that “American
conception of national security [is] based on
geopolitical and economic imperatives”®; in
1990, as his vision became more subtle, he stated
that “national security policy encompasses the
decisions and actions deemed imperative to
protect domestic core values from external
threat”, and “national security approach demands
that as much attention should be focused on how
the American government determines its core
values as how it perceives external dangers”.

His definition of the “core values” concept
fully demonstrate the shift in Mr. Leffler’s
perspective from a pure geostrategic and
geoeconomic approach to a more cunning vision
of the complexity of the policymakers
motivations: “the term core values is used rather
than vital interests because the latter implies
something more material and tangible than is
appropriate for a national security mmperative.
The United States has rarely defined its core
values in narrowly economic or territorial terms.
Core values usually fuse material self — interest
with more fundamental goals like the defense of
the state’s organizing ideology, such as liberal
capitalism, the protection of its political
institutions, and the safeguarding of its physical
base or territorial integrity”. Later in the same
study he fully explain this view: “Core values are
the goals that emerge as priorities after the trade-
offs are made; core values are the objectives that
merge ideological precepts and cultural symbols
like democracy, self-determination, and race
consciousness with concrete interests like access
to markets and raw materials; core values are the
interests that are pursued notwithstanding the
costs incurred; core values are the goals worth
fighting for.” 7

Moreover, in 1998, during a conversation
with Willlam R. Ferris, Professor Leffler
affirmed that “ the ideological rivalry assumed
more importance in the 1950s and 1960s and

took on a momentum of its own. In the
immediate postwar years, as a result of the war
itself and as a result of the fact that all
belligerents in the war were extraordinarily
concerned with security issues, there was an
overriding preoccupation with security. But [...]
security and ideology were always linked”, and
later during that interview, “the very success of
American actions ~ the reconstruction of
Western Europe and the rebuilding of Western
Germany, which I think were positive long-term
steps — nonetheless heightened the Cold War.””!
These statements contain a reassessment of the
role of ideology in shaping the Soviet’s
perceptions, although Mr. Leffler remains a
strong supporter of the “Soviet quest for
security” thesis.”

In 2000, at the 19" International Congress of
Historical Sciences, Oslo, during the discussion
held on the topic “The Cold War Revisited: A
Half-Century of Historical Writing” (Round
Table 21), Mr. Leffler argued that the Cold War
was not produced by idealism but by ideology, a
larger concept which includes the way -
policymakers conceived the world and the
necessary actions. He also stressed the fact that
in order to understand the origins and evolution
of the Cold War, scholars should pay more
attention to the complexity of internal processes
such-as the complicated interactions between
governmental agencies and departments and the
business world, or the cultural dimensions of
American society in the early postwar years. Mr.
Leffler’s conclusion, as presented in the volume
of “Proceedings”, was that the historiographical
literature on the Cold War has come full circle
and, with the fall of the Soviet Union, it seems to
revive to the original interpretations.”

From another position, the opinions of John
Lewis Gaddis seem to have suffered some
changes in the late 1990s. Thus, in his article
“On Moral Equivalency and Cold War History”
he detach himself from a post-revisionist view
seen as “a well-intentioned but ill-defined effort
to find some ground between the earlier
“orthodox” and revisionist interpretations”,
stating that the different schools of “the old Cold
War History” have in common at least three out
of date features: “Americocentrism” — the
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unilateral approach from the American
perspective on the Cold War, “neglect of
ideology”, and absence of a “moral dimension”’*.

Then, Gaddis confirmed the new thesis in
his comprehensive comparative history of the
Cold War, We Now Know, accusing the “old”

history of the Cold War that “it emphasized

interests, which it mostly defined in material

terms — what people possessed, or wanted to

possess. It tended to overlook ideas — what

people believed, or wanted to believe.””
Afterwards, in his essay “The New Cold

War History” (1998) Gaddis stresses the idea that

Cold War historians’ arguments during the late

1980s were seriously affected by the fact that

they “were working within rather than after the
event they were trying to describe”’®. Because of
the final outcome of the Cold War, and in the
light of the new evidences emerging from Soviet
archives, Gaddis founds reasons to criticize the
“old” historiography stating that “despite the fact
that both the United States and the Soviet Union
were strongly ideological states, neither
historians nor theorists of international relations
tended to give sufficient attention to the
comparative content of these ideologies, or to
extent to which they elicited support from the
people who had to live with them.” This stress on
the validity of ideology is obvious, and the
solution founded - a “new” Cold War history.
“What Professor Gaddis is proposing as a

“new” history of the origins and evolution of the
Cold War is actually a reappraisal of the
traditionalist’s  thesis but now using the
instruments and concepts derived from the various
approaches that emerged in more than 50 years of
historiographical discourse on this topic. The
features of the new approach to Cold War history
should be according to Mr. Gaddis’ vision:

1. A more profound inquiry on the mentality and
background of the policymakers because
“what people believe is at least as important
as what they do” and histonians should take
into account “the ideas, ideology, and moral
frameworks” given the fact that Cold War was
also “a struggle for people’s minds as well as
for their bodies and possessions”;

2. A better understanding of the indeterminate
borderline between domestic and international

spheres during the Cold War years required
by the different nature of the two systems
engaged in  Dbattle, democratic and
authoritarian, which “made an enormous
difference in how they behaved in the world
at large”,

3. The necessity “to cultivate the art of critical
celebration as well as condemnation”, inviting
thus historians to praise as well as to blame
Cold War decisions and personalities;

4. The abandonment of the thesis of “moral
equivalency” between the United
States/Western democracies and the Soviet
Union/Marxist-Leninist states.”’

5. A more multi-archival and multi-disciplinary
approach, grounding the research on the
records of all the major participants in that
conflict and on the input from related
disciplines.”™

Once again Mr. Gaddis’s considerations led

to new debates among Cold War historians, not
only on his interpretations of various moments at
the beginnings of the conflict but on his
methodological assumption as well. Some
historians are reticent about turning back to earlier
controversies over responsibility for the Cold War
and their scientific efforts, grounded also on the
Soviet records, seem to avoid assigning blame, at
least explicitly, focusing instead on definitions as
“security” or “insecurity”.”” But even these
scholars connected their quest for understanding
the national security imperatives with new
assessments of the ideological influence in Soviet
policy. For example, Vladislav Zubok and
Constantine Pleshakov, the scholars who have
written one of the most influential books to date
on Soviet Cold War policies under Joseph Stalin
and Nikita Khrushchev, explain Stalin’s actions in
the early years of the Cold War using the thesis of
a revolutionary-imperial paradigm, a “symbiosis
of imperial expansionism and ideological
proselytism™®. In their conclusion, however, the
Russian historians reassess the role of ideology in
shaping the perspective of Soviet policy makers
stating that “ideology was neither the servant nor
the master of Soviet foreign policy, but it was the
delirium tremens of Soviet statements, the core of
the regime's self-legitimacy, a terrifying delusion
they could never shake off”.*!
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At the beginning of a new millenium,
looking back at the variety of approaches,
interpretations, topics, areas and events involved
in the historical research on the origins and
evolution of such a complex phenomenon as the
Cold War, one might observe that scientific

efforts have not yet reached a consensus. But, as
John Lewis Gaddis said, the “new Cold war
historians should retain the capacity to be
surprised”®, because the future held out the
promise of new evidence and innovative
perspectives.
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