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Although the external pressures were strong, the decisive factors were domes-
tic. . . . I don’t think there was any objective necessity to destroy the Soviet
Union.

Vladimir Kryuchkov, head of the Soviet KGB, 1988–1991,
and leader of the August 1991 coup plot.1

The academic debate about the end of the Cold War has reached
an impasse. Scholars in the realist tradition ªnd enough evidence in the Soviet
Union’s retrenchment in the late 1980s to support some of the key tenets of at
least one branch of realist theory. Critics of realism argue that the end of the
Cold War largely undermines and perhaps even decisively refutes the theory.
Still others aver that the end of the Cold War constitutes a “mere data point,”
not signiªcant enough to evaluate any major theoretical orientation.2 The ªrst
two views, contradictory as they may seem, both have much to recommend
them. Few scholars seem eager to embrace the third view—that the end of the
Cold War is theoretically uninteresting—at least judging by the large number
who adhere to one of the ªrst two views.

Yet a sharp difference of opinion does not necessarily make for an en-
lightening exchange. A number of observers have pointed out how little prog-
ress has been made in this debate, especially if we measure progress by how
often the adherents of one theoretical orientation have persuaded their oppo-

1. Quoted in David Remnick, Resurrection: The Struggle for a New Russia (New York: Random House,
1997), p. 321.

2. Richard Ned Lebow, “The Long Peace, the End of the Cold War, and the Failure of Realism,” Inter-
national Organization, Vol. 48, No. 2 (Spring 1994), pp. 249–277. Lebow is quoting a “prominent
participant” at a conference on the end of the Cold War, held at Cornell University in October 1991.
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nents of the merits of their case.3 The problem is not lack of empirical evi-
dence. Plenty of evidence is now available in the form of memoirs, possibili-
ties for interviews, oral-history conferences, and archival documents. The
problem, instead, is that scholars from a range of competing orientations can
ªnd ample documentation supporting their views. The resulting debate has
become, in the words of two participants, “a pseudo-competition among
complementary minimal causal claims.”4

Some realists have argued that material constraints led to Soviet retrench-
ment as a rational response to decline. Constructivists have maintained that
material forces, such as shifts in the distribution of power or relative economic
decline, produce indeterminate outcomes if they are considered in the ab-
sence of prevailing norms and ideas. For constructivists, the ideas embodied
in the “new thinking” of Mikhail Gorbachev motivated the change in Soviet
foreign policy toward restraint and accommodation.5 An alternative interpre-
tation has emerged that rejects both the seeming determinism of the material-
ist approaches and the notion implicit in the ideational approaches that
Gorbachev’s ideas represented a kind of consensual knowledge. This new in-
terpretation emphasizes the contingent nature of many of the changes in So-
viet foreign policy and the role of domestic political competition in produc-
ing new policy decisions.6 The political-competition approach makes two
main points: First, the leaders of the Soviet Communist Party (CPSU) in the
1980s diverged widely in their perceptions of the USSR’s economic and mili-
tary status and in their proposals for foreign policy; hence there was no
straightforward material impetus for change. Second, many strong institu-
tional actors found that their interests were not well served by the “new think-
ing,” and they never sincerely embraced it.

Analyses that focus on domestic political competition offer useful in-
sights, but they are not without their own problems. If it is true, for example,
that Gorbachev’s policies were not automatically accepted as the obvious solu-
tion to the Soviet predicament, how do we account for the fact that many of
the most dramatic initiatives—unilateral measures of disarmament, with-
drawal of Soviet troops from Eastern Europe, and the uniªcation of Germany
within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)—were adopted
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rather quickly and without fatal opposition? It seems evident from the mate-
rial that has become available since the end of the Cold War that there was no
consensus within the Soviet leadership of the 1980s about how to cope with a
declining economy and an assertive United States. There is also little doubt
that Gorbachev’s reforms in foreign policy and domestic affairs threatened
powerful, vested interests. Thus we are left with a puzzle: How did Gorbachev
manage to persuade colleagues with very different views and interests to sup-
port his accommodationist foreign policy to such an extent that many outside
observers have come to view the dramatic Soviet changes of the Gorbachev
era as the inevitable outcome of either material forces or ideational consensus?
I argue that the keys to Gorbachev’s success were his skillful manipulation of
the political agenda, his appeal to broad norms that meant different things to
different audiences, and his mastery of the main features of the Soviet political
system, particularly the ofªce of the CPSU General Secretary and the strength
of Communist Party discipline.7 In many instances, in fact, it was not primar-
ily a question of persuading skeptics and opponents, but of outmaneuvering
them. Some of the ideas advanced by William Riker’s notion of “heresthetics”
shed considerable light on Gorbachev’s approach and help resolve the puzzle
of how the Cold War ended.

Realism and Constructivism on the End of the
Cold War

The branch of realism that seems to have fared best in the wake of the end of
the Cold War is the one associated with Robert Gilpin’s work on hegemonic
decline. Gilpin’s theory was, however, designed to account for the behavior of
hegemonic states facing a rising challenger—rather than the behavior of a de-
clining challenger, such as the Soviet Union, which eventually withdrew from
the competition. Moreover, Gilpin believed that such hegemonic transitions
would be fraught with the danger of war.8 Nevertheless, the theory at least
provided for the possibility of retrenchment or appeasement as a rational re-
sponse to decline. Some scholars have seized upon this aspect of Gilpin’s the-
ory to suggest that the end of the Cold War, and Soviet behavior in particular,
are consistent with realism.9 In this view, the Soviet Union’s relative economic
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decline, and especially the economic liability that the allied countries of East-
ern Europe came to represent, made Soviet retrenchment not only under-
standable but inevitable.10 This was particularly evident in the Soviet with-
drawal from the German Democratic Republic and acquiescence in its
uniªcation with West Germany: “In truth, there was little that the Soviets
could have done to prevent the GDR’s demise,” write two prominent realist
scholars.11

Other scholars, mainly in the constructivist school, argue that such
changes as Soviet acceptance of a uniªed German state as a member of NATO
could not have come about without signiªcant ideational transformation.
New thinking about Soviet interests and new deªnitions of security, they con-
tend, were prerequisites for changes in foreign policy.12 Inspired by new ideas,
Soviet leaders were willing to abandon long-held positions on the German
question, such as the proposal for a uniªed, but neutral and disarmed, Ger-
many as an alternative to a Germany divided between two antagonistic mili-
tary blocs. Thus, in contrast to realists who argue that the Soviet Union was
forced to accept Western terms for German uniªcation, constructivist schol-
ars suggest that “by opting for a united Germany within Western European
structures, the Soviet leadership decided that such a solution was likely to
serve Soviet security interests better than a neutral Germany.”13

Curiously, some realist and constructivist explanations for Soviet policy
appear to converge on the issue of Soviet interests. For the realists, Soviet na-
tional security interests required retrenchment and appeasement of the West
for the sake of gaining a “breathing space” until economic resources could
again match foreign policy ambitions. For the constructivists such policies
served Soviet security interests because “security” had been redeªned in ac-
cordance with “universal norms.” In a similar vein, some defenders of realism
have argued that the Soviet Union willingly gave up its “buffer zone” in East-
ern Europe because nuclear weapons provided adequate deterrence of inva-
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sion.14 This interpretation would presumably be congenial to some
constructivists as well. If in fact the Soviet Union came to accept nuclear
weapons as providing stable deterrence (rather than increasing the risk of
war), that would have marked a major intellectual revolution for Soviet mili-
tary thought.15

The main point at which these variants of realism and constructivism
converge is their assumption that Soviet behavior can be depicted as that of a
unitary actor. For most realists, this is a standard simplifying assumption. For
constructivists who adopt such a view (not all of them do so), it seems to stem
from a sense that enough of the core Soviet foreign policy establishment and
political leadership came to adopt the “new thinking” that it can be largely ac-
cepted as the consensus position. Thus neither the realists nor the
constructivists expect to ªnd much evidence of opposition even to such dra-
matic Soviet initiatives as the withdrawal of Soviet military forces from East-
ern Europe, substantial reductions in nuclear forces, and reuniªcation of Ger-
many.16

But, in fact, opposition to the initiatives pursued by the main foreign
policy reformers—particularly Gorbachev, his adviser and colleague Alek-
sandr Yakovlev, and his foreign minister, Eduard Shevardnadze—was present
all along. As Gorbachev’s liberalizing domestic reforms, especially glasnost’,
opened up space for public debate, not even security policy remained off lim-
its. Gorbachev’s concessions on arms control and proposals for cutting the
armed forces to levels of “sufªciency” rather than maintaining parity with the
United States came in for particularly harsh criticism. At the highest level,
however, especially within the CPSU Politburo, such criticism was generally
muted, as the declassiªed transcripts of many of the meetings from the late
1980s suggest. Proponents of a unitary-actor or an ideational-consensus
model would appear to ªnd support in such evidence.

Nevertheless, critics of those approaches could point to other evidence
suggesting a greater degree of opposition to Gorbachev’s policies. In Decem-
ber 1988, for example, following Gorbachev’s speech to the United Nations
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(UN) in which he announced a unilateral reduction of a half million Soviet
troops, Marshal Sergei Akhromeev resigned as chief of the Soviet General
Staff. Although his resignation may not have been an overt gesture of protest,
it was at least a sign that he did not want to oversee the withdrawal of Soviet
power from Eastern Europe. He also spared himself the responsibility of com-
manding the retreat of Soviet troops from Afghanistan and abandoning the
unpopular Communist regime there before the process of “national reconcili-
ation” had borne fruit (it never did).17 Higher-level ofªcials later began to ex-
press alarm about the course of Soviet foreign policy. In February 1990 Polit-
buro member Egor’ Ligachev warned that Soviet concessions were leading to a
“new Munich.”18 The following month, he wrote Gorbachev a letter com-
plaining that “the socialist community is falling apart and NATO is growing
stronger.” Ligachev foresaw the “possible breakup of our federation” and
warned that “the Party and the Motherland are in danger, I would say in great
danger.”19

In some respects, Gorbachev responded to the criticisms from his more
conservative colleagues, especially in domestic policy, by equivocating on eco-
nomic reform and adopting a tougher stance against nationalist and separatist
movements. By the spring of 1990 it was apparent that Gorbachev had lost
the conªdence of his erstwhile supporters in the liberal intelligentsiya and the
“informal” popular movements; they were increasingly looking to Boris
Yeltsin to carry the banner of democracy and reform. At this point Gorbachev
began thinking of the democratic reformers as the “opposition” and the Com-
munist Party establishment as his allies.20 In November 1990 Gorbachev sum-
moned his top military ofªcers to a meeting and sought to rally their sup-
port.21 Among the casualties of Gorbachev’s “turn to the right,” as it was
viewed at the time, was Eduard Shevardnadze. Under pressure from hardline
critics and feeling inadequately supported by Gorbachev, Shevardnadze re-
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signed as foreign minister in December 1990, offering a prescient warning of
an impending dictatorship. The coup attempt came eight months later, in
August 1991, when a group of Soviet ofªcials staged an unsuccessful attempt
to impose a crackdown.22

Although the coup leaders’ primary concern was to maintain the integrity
of the Soviet Union (and their own personal power) in the face of secessionist
challenges, the foreign policy views espoused by the putschists were at odds
with the “new thinking” that helped end the Cold War. Vladimir Kryuchkov,
the head of the Committee for State Security (KGB) from 1988 and a leading
coup plotter, never reconciled himself to the foreign policy initiatives of the
new thinkers. He claimed to have lost faith in Gorbachev well before the Gen-
eral Secretary appointed him head of the KGB, and, in memoirs published in
1996, Kryuchkov was extremely critical of Foreign Minister Shevardnzadze.23

Similar views were expressed by Oleg Baklanov, a CPSU Secretary who was
head of the CPSU Central Committee’s Commission on Military Policy. In
late 1990 and early 1991, he emerged as a strong critic of the entire course of
Soviet security policy. He and his fellow commission members expressed
“alarm” and “anxiety” about the state of Soviet defenses, criticized disarma-
ment agreements for destroying parity between U.S. and Soviet forces, and
urged the Foreign Ministry’s arms control negotiators to show more “respon-
sibility” for “maintaining the defense capability of the country.”24 In retro-
spect—given how much “Big Oleg,” as he was known in military-industrial
circles, had to lose from the Gorbachev reforms—it is not surprising that he
became a major ªgure behind the August 1991 coup.
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Contrary to both the realist and the constructivist views described here,
hardliners in the KGB and the military-industrial sector denied to the end
that any concessions were necessary in negotiations with the West or that mil-
itary spending placed an excessive burden on the Soviet economy.25 Yet it is
easy to see why many observers still assume that Gorbachev’s major initiatives
went uncontested. His critics waited until it was too late to express their op-
position to the course of Soviet foreign policy. Soviet foreign policy and the
end of the Cold War thus pose an intriguing puzzle for theories of interna-
tional relations. A number of high-ranking Soviet ofªcials who had endorsed
some modest changes in Soviet foreign policy were ultimately shocked and
dismayed by the extent of Soviet unilateral concessions and what they saw as
the result: the loss of the external Soviet empire and the disintegration of the
USSR itself. The hardliners who attempted to overthrow Gorbachev in 1991
in retrospect blame him, Yakovlev, and Shevardnadze “for betraying the peo-
ple and for treason against the motherland and for the criminal destruction of
the Soviet Union.”26 Such extreme views are not limited to extremists, how-
ever. The same charges have been leveled against Gorbachev by moderate re-
formers, such as Egor’ Ligachev and Nikolai Ryzhkov, who did not join the
coup, despite their many disagreements with the course of Gorbachev’s poli-
cies. Yet when these ofªcials—both the extremists and the moderate reform-
ers—were in ofªce, none of them made a concerted effort to change Soviet
foreign and military policies, thereby giving some outside observers the im-
pression of general agreement within the leadership.

The question, then, is how did Gorbachev persuade inºuential people
who disagreed with him to accept his controversial policy proposals?

Norms, Heresthetics, and Politics

William Riker devoted much of the latter part of his extremely productive
scholarly career to the study and explication of what he called heresthetic.27 He
derived the word from the Greek root meaning choosing and electing. Like
rhetoric, heresthetic depends on the use of language to manipulate people.
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But unlike rhetoric, it does not require persuasion. “With heresthetic,” ac-
cording to Riker, “conviction is at best secondary and often not even involved
at all. The point of an heresthetical act is to structure the situation so that the
actor wins, regardless of whether or not the other participants are per-
suaded.”28 Riker sought to capture a range of behavior under the rubric of
heresthetic, including strategic voting, manipulation of agendas, and adding
new dimensions to a debate. Some of his examples resemble what students of
social movements have called “framing”: that is, “deªning reality” by placing
issues into a context that will favor certain interpretations and promote par-
ticular actions.29

Of the many entertaining examples Riker described, the case of Tisias
and Korax is especially revealing of the use of language to manipulate a situa-
tion to one’s advantage. It is the story of Korax, an early ªfth-century Greek
teacher of rhetoric, and his student Tisias. Korax (whose name means the
“crow”) had offered to teach Tisias rhetoric if he promised to pay the tuition
when he won his ªrst case. But after studying with Korax, Tisias never prac-
ticed his profession, so he never paid his tuition. Korax sued him. Tisias re-
sponded with this dilemma:

If I win the case, then I need not pay because I am freed by the judgment of the
court. If I lose the case, then I need not pay because the terms of the contract
will not have been satisªed. Since I must either win or lose, I need not pay.

Korax answered:

If I win the case, then I must be paid because of the judgment of the court. If I
lose the case, then I must be paid because the terms of the contract will have
been satisªed. Since I must either win or lose, I must be paid.

The judge dismissed the case, saying that Tisias was a bad egg from a bad
crow. As Riker comments: “although Korax lost, the advertisement was so
good that people still repeat it 2500 years later.”30
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The Intellectual Status of Heresthetics

A number of students of international relations have recently characterized
the debate between realists and constructivists as part of a larger intellectual
divide between rationalism or materialism (which includes most variants of
realism, liberalism, and Marxism, as well as game-theoretic approaches) on
the one hand, and constructivism or idealism, on the other.31 How does
Riker’s notion of heresthetic ªt into this debate?

Riker never managed to complete his work on heresthetics, so we cannot
know for sure how he would choose to place it in the current debate. His ªnal
work, a study of the use of rhetoric and heresthetic in the campaigns for adop-
tion of the U.S. Constitution, was published after his death in June 1993 and
was edited and prepared for publication by three of his colleagues.32 We do
know, however, that throughout his life Riker was committed to the study of
politics as a science. He always sought to produce systematic knowledge and
to generalize. His last book, although a detailed, historical study, deliberately
sought to ªll a gap in the study of campaigns in general. To understand the
role of rhetoric, for example, he wrote:

We need a set of tested generalizations about the process itself and about the
content of rhetorical appeals. Given such generalizations we could develop a sci-
ence of rhetoric by which, perhaps, we might predict the course of campaigns
and explain what kind of rhetoric works and why.33

Riker’s pioneering work in rational-choice approaches to politics, com-
bined with his stated intentions in writing about rhetoric and heresthetic,
would seem to place him squarely in the rationalist camp. Indeed, his work on
heresthetic bears much in common with what leading purveyors of rational-
choice approaches call “analytic narratives”—studies that combine “analytic
tools that are commonly employed in economics and political science with
the narrative form, which is more commonly employed in history.”34

Yet we should not be so quick to pin the rationalist label on Riker’s study
of heresthetic, especially if it leads us to underestimate the relevance of his
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work for some of the key issues that interest students of international politics
and the end of the Cold War—particularly the role of norms and discourse.
First, Riker acknowledged the critique of rationalist assumptions inherent in
the ªndings of psychologists, such as Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky,
who emphasized the inºuence of “framing” decisions on the process of
choice.35 Second, Riker himself typically referred to heresthetics as an “art.”36

He stressed that the success of heresthetic depended very much on the skill
and ingenuity of individual politicians, and that the outcome was highly con-
tingent and difªcult—often impossible—to predict. Thus, his historical nar-
ratives were good at making the reader understand why certain outcomes
came about, but they never fully provided the foundations for a theory with
predictive power. Riker’s cases from the ratiªcation of the U.S. Constitution
illustrate how chance, context, misunderstanding, and skill all inºuence the
success or failure of heresthetic techniques.37

The art of heresthetic, as Riker illustrated it, puts strategies compatible
with rational-choice approaches into a context in which norms and ideas, as
well as idiosyncrasy and chance, play important roles. Thus, in its application
to international relations, heresthetics rests, perhaps uneasily, between ratio-
nalist and constructivist approaches—or, more optimistically, helps to bridge
the gap.

Gorbachev as Heresthetician

Riker’s emphasis on chance and contingency should make his heresthetic ap-
proach particularly appealing to those students of the end of the Cold War
who are skeptical of the seeming determinism of some of the materialist as
well as ideational accounts. One key to reconciling these competing explana-
tions may be to focus on Mikhail Gorbachev’s skills as a politician and
“heresthetician.”

Although Gorbachev was probably not in the same league as Korax and
Tisias, he was, in the accounts of his colleagues (friends and foes), a master at
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manipulating people with language. He often concealed his own views, allow-
ing his interlocutor to express an opinion and then seeming to agree with it,
but in such a way as to deny it later (“No, you didn’t quite understand me”).38

Gorbachev was not an eloquent or even proper speaker of Russian, contrary
to a view widely held in the United States. But that was his strength as a
heresthetician. “He had a unique ability,” according to a former Politburo col-
league, “in a stream of words, complicated, intricate phrases, constructed on
any kind of basis, with appeals to authorities and to his own experience, to
make his interlocutors into his allies. And in the end all that verbiage so con-
fused the issue that each of the opposing sides began to think that the General
Secretary actually supported its position.39

This description seems to correspond to one of Riker’s deªnitions of a
skilled heresthetician: “the creativity itself seems to consist of recombining the
world . . . , making an alliance of exceedingly strange bedfellows, searching for
statements that lead to incoherence and thus delay, and attaching new mean-
ings to old ideas.”40

In the sections that follow, I explore how Gorbachev managed to gain ac-
ceptance for some of the key initiatives he promoted by employing some of
the heresthetic devices Riker has described. I do not account for the sources of
those initiatives, although that topic has received considerable treatment else-
where.41

Norms and Discourse as Heresthetic

Gorbachev and his fellow reformers were often able to win over skeptics by
appealing to norms that resonated in the Soviet political culture, which they
invested with new content.42 Whether this practice of “attaching new mean-
ings to old ideas” qualiªes Gorbachev’s use of norms as a heresthetical tech-
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nique is not so important. The practice did depend heavily on the use of
language, with seemingly trivial differences in wording taking on great impor-
tance in policy debates. In debates over “how much is enough” in military
policy, for example, reformers spoke of the goal of “reasonable sufªciency” as a
way of establishing a minimum level of forces that did not automatically
mimic what they saw as senseless overarming by the United States.43 More tra-
ditional thinkers within the military establishment preferred the term “de-
fense sufªciency,” which in their view required the Soviet Union to match any
level of U.S. military buildup in order to maintain “parity.”44 Clearly, lan-
guage mattered a great deal in Soviet debates on security policy.45

Norms mattered too. In the realm of security policy, the relevant norms
concerned mainly defense and disarmament. In the USSR, the searing mem-
ory of World War II spawned a universal normative commitment to both a
strong defense and the preservation of peace. Typically, the former was under-
stood to produce the latter. But because of the Soviet leadership’s repeated
claims that the USSR was forced to develop its own nuclear weapons in the
late 1940s in response to a U.S. nuclear threat, there was also a longstanding
rhetorical commitment to the goal of nuclear disarmament. Finally, despite
the patently offensive capabilities of Soviet conventional and nuclear forces,
Soviet ofªcials—civilian and military alike—consistently felt obligated to
stress their country’s strictly defensive intentions. Soviet reformers took ad-
vantage of this normative context to promote their policy reforms, often with
the help of transnational links to arms control supporters and peace activists
in the West.46 They sought to persuade Soviet military ofªcials and members
of the national security bureaucracy that even major initiatives of Soviet uni-
lateral restraint were consistent with a commitment to nuclear disarmament
and peace, a commitment that was part of an unassailable normative consen-
sus in Soviet society.

A review of two examples from Soviet security policy illustrates how
Gorbachev and his reformist allies attempted to invoke norms and use other
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heresthetic techniques to inºuence their opponents. Throughout this discus-
sion I refer to particular realist and constructivist interpretations of the cases
to indicate how a heresthetic approach helps reconcile some of the problems
in those accounts.

Nuclear Disarmament

Two of the policies advocated by Soviet reformers and their transnational con-
tacts were radical cuts in nuclear arsenals and the defensive restructuring of
conventional forces. Some of the reformers favored Soviet initiatives of re-
straint, such as a nuclear test ban or reductions in forces that would be under-
taken unilaterally. They were encouraged when Gorbachev gave a major ad-
dress in January 1986 proposing a multistage process of nuclear disarmament
by the year 2000.47 In the speech, the Soviet leader announced the extension
of a unilateral Soviet nuclear test moratorium that had been in effect since the
previous August, despite U.S. refusal to reciprocate by halting its own nuclear
tests. Gorbachev’s broader disarmament proposal included concessions on a
number of issues that had deadlocked negotiations between the Reagan ad-
ministration and Gorbachev’s predecessors and, despite its seemingly utopian
goal, provided a kind of blueprint for future arms talks. The ªrst result was
the treaty eliminating all intermediate-range nuclear forces (INF), signed in
December 1987, followed a few years later by the ªrst Strategic Arms Reduc-
tion Treaty (START).

At the time, many observers who were convinced that Gorbachev’s arms
control initiatives were serious interpreted them as representing a consensus of
Soviet opinion, including that of the military establishment.48 In analyzing his
January 1986 program, many observers focused on Gorbachev’s proposals for
nuclear reductions, downplayed his long-term goal of a nuclear-free world,
and disregarded his references to the importance of reducing conventional as
well as nuclear forces. It seemed natural that Soviet military leaders would
support a reduction of nuclear forces, especially if it freed up resources for de-
velopment of advanced-technology conventional weapons.

Evidence from memoirs of Soviet ofªcials seems at ªrst glance to support
the view that Gorbachev’s disarmament plans received support from the mili-
tary establishment. Marshal Sergei Akhromeev, the chief of the Soviet General
Staff until late 1988, claimed in his memoir that the ªfteen year program for
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nuclear disarmament resulted from studies he had commissioned in the Gen-
eral Staff. His coauthor, Georgii Kornienko, a stalwart of the old system as
ªrst deputy foreign minister under Andrei Gromyko for many years, agreed,
as did their colleague from the International Department of the CPSU appa-
ratus, Valentin Falin.49 In reality, however, Gorbachev’s nuclear disarmament
program was not at all popular in the military, particularly when it entailed
unilateral concessions on nuclear forces in Europe, a willingness to proceed
with strategic reductions despite U.S. insistence on pursuing the Strategic De-
fense Initiative or “Star Wars,” and provisions for intrusive veriªcation.
Akhromeev’s personal opposition to an inspection regime that included
overºights of Soviet territory nearly scuttled the 1986 Stockholm accord on
conªdence-building measures and security in Europe. He was overruled by
Gorbachev at a Politburo meeting and sent to Stockholm to present the
ofªcial Soviet position in favor of overºights—thereby misleading Western
observers into believing that he supported a consensus position.50

Nor was Akhromeev as enthusiastic a supporter of the INF Treaty as
Western analysts believed at the time. At one point during the negotiations he
threatened to resign as chief of the General Staff in protest against a conces-
sion that Foreign Minister Shevardnadze made.51 Clearly Akhromeev was
skeptical about many of Gorbachev’s actual arms control initiatives. Never-
theless, the normative commitment to nuclear disarmament was so strong in
Soviet discourse on security policy that even “old thinkers” within the Soviet
national security bureaucracy perceived some beneªt in associating them-
selves with Gorbachev’s initiatives—at least in their memoirs.

Akhromeev’s claim of Soviet military paternity for Gorbachev’s disarma-
ment brainchild is about as plausible as that of the Coca-Cola executive who
maintained that the popular environmental-movement slogan “‘think glob-
ally and act locally,’ was really created by the Coca-Cola company through
our franchises and local bottlers.”52 There is very little evidence to support the
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view that the military was the source of genuine Soviet disarmament initia-
tives. Gorbachev, in his own memoir, is unequivocal on this point:

The Ministry of Defense, knowing well how hard it was for the country to en-
dure [the costs of ] the arms race, did not once in all the years of my activity in
Moscow put forward a proposal to reduce the armed forces or the production of
weapons.53

Technically, Gorbachev is wrong. There is some truth in the claim by
Akhromeev that the General Staff put forward a plan for nuclear disarma-
ment, but it was a specious plan. Riker might have called it a kind of failed
heresthetic ploy. According to several former Soviet ofªcials, once Akhromeev
became aware of Gorbachev’s interest in nuclear disarmament and got wind of
the Foreign Ministry’s preparations for a major initiative, he rushed through
the General Staff ’s alternative version. By embracing total nuclear disarma-
ment, he hoped to cast doubt on the seriousness of the Soviet initiative, much
as earlier Soviet proposals for “general and complete disarmament” were dis-
missed by the West as propaganda. Thus, as one insider account put it,
Akhromeev’s people were motivated primarily by fear that “Gorbachev and
his ‘team’ might unilaterally try to change the Soviet position” on arms con-
trol. They hurried to put forward their own proposal for complete nuclear
disarmament, expecting that “such a declaration hardly could lead to any
practical results in the foreseeable future, or affect, in any form, the ongoing
negotiations.”54

Some dozen years after Gorbachev announced his January 1986 plan for
nuclear disarmament an American writer asked him whether he had encoun-
tered “much resistance to this proposal within your government.” “Not to the
idea, not to the statement,” answered Gorbachev. “But I must admit that
most of the military men thought this was just another propaganda bluff, an-
other deception.”55 The General Staff supported the “idea” of nuclear aboli-
tion by putting forward its own disarmament plan.

Gorbachev evidently was pleased to get even rhetorical support from the
Soviet disarmament skeptics, and he used it to his advantage. In what we
might call a reverse heresthetic move, worthy of Tisias and Korax, Gorbachev
seized upon Akhromeev’s ostensible endorsement of the goal of nuclear dis-
armament to push forward ever more radical Soviet initiatives. Whenever
possible he would enlist Marshal Akhromeev to represent the Soviet position
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in a given negotiation, so that the military leader would share responsibility
for the concessions made by the Soviet side. Gorbachev often gave
Akhromeev the task of defending the resulting agreement in public, including
at sessions of the Soviet parliament as that body evolved into an instrument of
genuine democratic deliberation.

Aleksei Arbatov, a leading civilian reformer of the Gorbachev era (and
later a member of the Russian Duma), once described the difªculty of at-
tempting to ªnd common ground with the military on projects concerning
disarmament and military reform: The reformers sometimes risked becoming
co-opted. He illustrated the problem they faced in dealing with the military
by recalling an old Russian anecdote about the two brothers who went bear-
hunting. At one point Dmitrii calls to his brother: “Ivan, Ivan, I’ve caught the
bear!” “Bring him here then,” Ivan calls back. “I can’t,” yells his brother. “He
won’t let me go.” Military conservatives during the perestroika era sometimes
sought to appropriate the language of reform (“defense sufªciency,” for exam-
ple) to hide their inaction or resistance. More often, though, the language of
the reformers, and the normative implications it contained, did seem to pose
constraints on what the military was able to do. In the case of the General
Staff ’s nuclear disarmament plan, Akhromeev’s heresthetic technique back-
ªred. He was the one who got caught by the bear.

Another classic heresthetic device identiªed by Riker is manipulation of
the agenda. Gorbachev was a master of the technique and used it to good ef-
fect in promoting arms control, particularly the nuclear test ban. The Soviet
unilateral moratorium was initiated in August 1985, largely as a result of ap-
peals by Western peace groups and their transnational contacts with Soviet re-
formers.56 But by the end of the year, it was apparent that the Western activ-
ists, despite their promises, had failed to put adequate pressure on their own
governments to reciprocate the Soviet gesture. At this point, according to
Anatolii Chernyaev, Gorbachev’s top aide for foreign policy, the Politburo ap-
proved the resumption of Soviet nuclear tests and the drafting of “propaganda
provisions” to deal with the consequences.57 Gorbachev had staked a good
deal on the success of the unilateral test ban and was clearly reluctant to end
it. A concerted campaign by Western peace groups working with insiders such
as Chernyaev managed to convince Gorbachev to extend the moratorium for
another three months (it eventually lasted over a year and a half, despite con-
sistent U.S. refusal to go along). But how was Gorbachev to convince the Po-
litburo to agree to reinstate the moratorium?
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The Soviet leader secured the approval of the test-ban extension in a char-
acteristically clever way. Instead of making a separate announcement of the
continuation of the moratorium, Gorbachev included it in the text of his his-
toric January 1986 disarmament proposal. He ensured that his colleagues ac-
quiesced in a reversal of their previous position by manipulating the Polit-
buro’s agenda in classic heresthetic fashion. Rather than conduct a full
Politburo discussion of nuclear testing, he asked four of his colleagues (led by
Foreign Minister Shevardnadze) to present the overall disarmament plan for
approval the day before it was scheduled to be published. Moreover, Gorbachev
himself did not even attend the meeting—he was on vacation. In the text of
Gorbachev’s speech, the extension of the unilateral moratorium was folded,
hardly noticed, into an ambitious list of bilateral and multilateral measures.
According to traditional norms, the Politburo members gave a blanket ap-
proval of their leader’s proposal.

Nevertheless, two of the more conservative members could not resist
some critical remarks, ostensibly about how decisions used to be made “in the
past.” As Vitalii Vorotnikov reconstructed the discussion from notes he took
at the meeting, Andrei Gromyko and Egor’ Ligachev complained that “deci-
sions were often taken without agreement by members of the Politburo.
There was a lot of voluntarism and posturing. Three or four people plus
[Leonid] Brezhnev made the decisions. A range of questions were generally
outside the Politburo’s control.”58 There is little doubt that these complaints
were a thinly veiled criticism of the form and content of Gorbachev’s disarma-
ment initiatives. Yet by relying on a combination of heresthetic skills and
the strength of the institution of the General Secretary, Gorbachev managed
to push through policies that contributed to the end of the nuclear arms
race.59

Soviet Withdrawal from Eastern Europe

Many historians of the Cold War argue that its main symbol, and perhaps its
main cause, was the armed division of Europe that emerged in the wake of the
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Second World War. Efforts at easing East-West tensions through arms control
often included schemes for limiting, redeploying, or restructuring the armies
that faced each other across the inter-German border. A number of proposals
during the 1950s focused on the establishment of nuclear-free zones or in-
spection zones in central Europe, but they made little headway. The Soviet
Union substantially reduced its armed forces in the late 1950s and early
1960s, effectively cutting them in half. But in the late 1960s, the USSR began
building up its army and improving its capability for conventional warfare in
Europe. During the early 1970s formal East-West negotiations on conven-
tional forces in Europe began, but they had little to show for themselves when
they concluded a decade and a half later.

The most dramatic breakthrough in the negotiations on conventional
forces in Europe came with Gorbachev’s announcement at the UN in Decem-
ber 1988 of a substantial unilateral reduction in the Soviet Army: 500,000 So-
viet troops, including 50,000 based in Eastern Europe, were to be unilaterally
demobilized, and 10,000 tanks, 8,500 artillery pieces, and 800 combat air-
craft and other equipment oriented toward offensive action were to be with-
drawn from Europe. This initiative was combined with a commitment to a
new, defensive orientation of Soviet conventional forces and a tacit repudia-
tion of the erstwhile Soviet practice of military intervention in member-states
of the Warsaw Pact. All three actions—the unilateral disarmament initiative,
the shift to “nonoffensive defense,” and the new policy toward Eastern Europe
represented in part by the notion of “common security”—had implications
well beyond the sphere of disarmament. By signaling Soviet military restraint
in the face of anti-Communist demonstrations in East-Central Europe,
Gorbachev in effect gave a green light to the dismantling of the Berlin Wall,
the peaceful overthrow of Communist regimes, and the uniªcation of Ger-
many. Soviet concessions at the negotiating table, along with the prior unilat-
eral reductions, ªnally led to the conclusion of equal NATO–Warsaw Pact
limits in a major treaty on Conventional Forces in Europe (CFE). Leaders of
the allied member-states and a dozen nonaligned European countries empha-
sized the direct link between the Cold War and the armed standoff in Europe
when they met in Paris in November 1990 to sign the CFE Treaty. They de-
clared a formal end to the Cold War, stated that they were “no longer adver-
saries,” and pledged to “build new partnerships and extend to each other the
hand of friendship.”60

Were Gorbachev’s initiatives the natural and inevitable consequence of
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Soviet economic decline and pressure from the West, as some realists would
have it? Or did they represent the triumph of the “new thinking” in the Soviet
military establishment—the recognition that threatening the other side only
undermines one’s own security—as constructivists might maintain? Let us ex-
amine each argument in turn before considering the role of norms and
heresthetics as a way of making sense of otherwise contradictory evidence.

The Brezhnev era witnessed demographic and economic trends that we
would most expect to inºuence the size of the armed forces—decline in the
growth of the labor force from 1975 (it began to pick up again in the early
1980s) and a drop in total factor productivity. Yet Brezhnev’s major buildup
of conventional forces (including an addition of nearly 900,000 soldiers from
the Khrushchev-era level) was the opposite of what an emphasis on demo-
graphic factors would imply.61 Realists might be tempted to salvage the eco-
nomic/demographic explanation for Gorbachev’s policies by describing the
December 1988 announcement of the troop reduction as a delayed response
to the demographic situation. In fact, however, the labor force had resumed
growing even before the cuts were being implemented. Moreover, Gorbachev
understood that as a consequence of his economic reforms the demobilized
soldiers would be entering not a taut, inefªcient, full-employment economy,
but one characterized by incipient unemployment and a deteriorating social
safety net. They would not be the welcome “inputs” for extensive growth that
they might have been in past decades under the old Soviet economic order.

There is no doubt that the desire to improve the Soviet economy in the
long term lay behind many of Gorbachev’s security policy initiatives, includ-
ing the unilateral reduction in conventional forces. Other leaders, however,
including those in the military, were initially more sanguine about the state of
the economy and less motivated to challenge existing priorities. It was only af-
ter the perestroika reforms began undermining the basis for the old command-
administrative economy in 1988 that the military leaders and Gorbachev’s
more conservative political colleagues came around to accepting the necessity
of major unilateral cuts in military forces and spending. The weakened econ-
omy, they realized, could no longer sustain the burden.62 Even so, they never
signed on to the broader implications of the posture of “nonoffensive defense”
and common security, which obliged the Soviet Union to renounce the use of
military force in its dealings with the East European countries and to give
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those countries “freedom of choice,” including the choice of disbanding the
Warsaw Pact and requesting Soviet troops to leave their territory.

It is clear, then, that by 1988 economic conditions helped convince So-
viet hardliners of the need to reduce conventional forces (although the merits
of a unilateral reduction remained controversial). Here realists such as Randall
Schweller and William Wohlforth have a case. Less plausible, though, are
their contentions that demographic constraints dictated the changes or that
the “new thinking” was simply the product of the military’s advocacy of a
breathing space in which the Soviet economy could gear up to develop ad-
vanced-technology conventional weapons. Given the range of views on the
state of the Soviet economy, the level of Soviet technology, and the nature of
the military threat to the USSR, economic conditions did not dictate any par-
ticular outcome.63 Nor do economic factors explain in any way the adoption
of “nonoffensive defense” and “reasonable sufªciency” as the new orientation
for a reduced Soviet military. Here the constructivists who emphasize the role
of ideas and learning are worth heeding.

But if the constructivists assume that these new concepts were widely ac-
cepted within the Soviet political and military leadership, they are mistaken.
In the early 1980s the United States pursued a military buildup in Europe, in-
cluding deployment of new nuclear missiles and advanced conventional
weaponry. Soviet political and military authorities were undoubtedly con-
cerned about these developments, but retreat was hardly their preferred or
only possible response. For the professional military, the status quo was surely
a better alternative. Better still would have been to respond in kind with new
Soviet military programs. “The Soviet Union could have matched any U.S.
challenge, including SDI,” asserted Oleg Baklanov, the military-industrial
baron, in retrospect. He did not hide his contempt for Gorbachev’s unilateral
initiatives of restraint: “I don’t blame the U.S. for pursuing the policies it did.
If the other side gives up, you take everything you can.”64

Marshal Akhromeev suggested in his memoirs that Gorbachev knew
what kind of reaction he would receive from the military if he forthrightly re-
vealed his proposals for reductions, retrenchment, and restructuring, even if
he justiªed them with “new thinking” about the security dilemma. Gor-
bachev’s policy would have been exposed as a radical break with “the entire
understanding by the military leadership of the essence of the country’s de-
fense capability in Europe.” Withdrawal from Eastern Europe meant giving
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up “that which had been won at a cost of enormous amounts of blood and
millions of lives.”65 Akhromeev’s widow, Tamara Vasil’evna, recalled in an in-
terview four years after his death why he had been so resistant to Gorbachev’s
reforms:

Sergei Fedorovich [Akhromeev] understood that Gorbachev’s policy would lead
to the breakup of the Warsaw Pact and the whole system of security in Europe.
He considered his participation in the creation [of that system] his life’s
work. . . . Having left the General Staff, he couldn’t work as Gorbachev’s adviser
for very long. He wrote several letters of resignation.66

Evidently neither the realists’ focus on material factors nor the
constructivists’ attention to ideas provides an adequate account of how
Gorbachev succeeded in launching the initiatives that culminated in the end
of the Cold War in Europe. Nor is it merely a question of combining material
and ideational factors. Attention should be paid to Gorbachev’s strategic use
of language, norms, and information to link material and ideational argu-
ments on behalf of his preferred policies.

In the case of the conventional force reductions and defensive restructur-
ing, Gorbachev and his allies began by shaping the normative context of the
debate. They sought to portray offensive military strategies—even those pur-
sued on behalf of defensive, status-quo intentions—as destabilizing and dan-
gerous contributors to arms races and the possible outbreak of war. The fact
that the Soviet Union had been the victim of a surprise attack by Hitler’s ar-
mies in 1941 made Soviet military ofªcials somewhat open to critiques of
overly offensive postures, but they were far from adopting the views of civilian
proponents of military reform and their transnational counterparts.

As with nuclear disarmament, Soviet military commanders sought to em-
brace “nonoffensive defense” as their own initiative. In 1989 a leading Soviet
military journal published newly declassiªed Soviet war plans from the late
1940s that demonstrated a Soviet intention to go on the defensive, rather
than the offensive, in the event of war in central Europe. By ignoring the in-
tervening shift to a highly offensive strategy, the editors sought to imply that
defense had always been the main Soviet orientation and therefore reforms
were unnecessary.67 Civilian reformers perceived an opportunity in these ra-
tionalizations. They encouraged their military colleagues to resurrect the his-
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tory of Soviet military strategists who had emphasized defensive operations
and to highlight defense as a Soviet military tradition—for example, by pub-
lishing studies of the use of defensive strategies at key junctures during World
War II.68

Despite the military’s lip service to the idea of defensive restructuring of
forces, the General Staff did not initiate or enthusiastically support
Gorbachev’s unilateral efforts. Of course Gorbachev needed the General Staff
to implement his proposed restructuring and reductions. But, as Akhromeev
later explained, the military’s proposals came only in response “to concrete de-
cisions already taken” by Gorbachev and his allies.69 Speciªcally, on 9 Novem-
ber 1988 the Soviet Defense Council, chaired by Gorbachev, instructed the
Defense Ministry to work out a plan for the withdrawal of Soviet troops from
Eastern Europe.70 The military’s participation in planning the reductions
came long after the institutchiki from the academic centers and ofªcials in the
Foreign Ministry had persuaded Gorbachev of the merits of a large-scale uni-
lateral withdrawal, combined with a shift to a clearly defensive posture.
Finally, after securing the Foreign Ministry and academic proposals and the
General Staff ’s implementation plan, Gorbachev was ready to seek formal ap-
proval from his fellow political leaders to launch his unilateral initiative, at
virtually the last minute. Anatolii Dobrynin captures well the ºavor of the de-
cision process: “Before going to the UN General Assembly in New York in
1988, Gorbachev urgently pushed through the Politburo a bold unilateral re-
duction of our armed forces by half a million men.”71

Dobrynin’s recollection of Gorbachev’s method of “pushing through” the
unilateral reduction underscores that there was no consensus in the Kremlin
on what to do about the burden of military spending, how to carry out mili-
tary reforms, or what positions to take in disarmament negotiations.72

Dobrynin had been invited back to Moscow from his position as ambassador
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to the United States in March 1986 and put in charge of the CPSU Central
Committee’s International Department; but he soon found that he had little
to do. Gorbachev was systematically reducing the role of the CPSU in Soviet
life and arrogating control of foreign policy to himself and Shevardnadze. As
Dobrynin put it, “when Shevardnadze became foreign minister, fewer papers
were presented or discussed. Gorbachev clearly strove to avoid Politburo
guidelines and directives and sought a free hand in dealing with foreign heads
of state. Ultimately, with Shevardnadze’s help, Gorbachev reached his goal. In
fact if not in form, he single-handedly devised the foreign policy of the coun-
try and implemented it as well.”73

Without such centralization of foreign policy, it is unlikely that
Gorbachev’s initiatives would have succeeded. The resistance from the mili-
tary and the conservative politicians was potentially strong, but it emerged
only in the wake of Gorbachev’s domestic reforms, which were intended to
decentralize and liberalize the political system and to weaken the Communist
Party’s monopoly on power.74 In 1991 a senior Foreign Ministry ofªcial who
worked with Shevardnadze in preparing for reductions of conventional forces
acknowledged that “the unilateral cutbacks were the most difªcult issue the
diplomats had ever faced with the military, even more touchy than the prob-
lems of nuclear arms reductions.” In describing the views of senior military
ofªcials, Shevardnadze’s aide said that for them “nuclear war was really for-
eign, and they accepted the logic of the cuts. But tanks were something very
real, and that was different.”75

In December 1988 Gorbachev announced unilateral reductions that only
a minority of Soviet civilians had been willing to support publicly, as well as a
reorientation of the structure of Soviet military forces to exclude the option of
a prompt, large-scale attack—without making these actions contingent on
Western reciprocity. The important point is that civilian reformers involved
in transnational discussions of alternative security were early advocates of
views that eventually became ofªcial Soviet policy, whereas military ofªcers
on the General Staff came to accept the idea of unilateral initiatives very late
and very reluctantly. Gorbachev and his allies succeeded in overcoming the re-
sistance of the military establishment and the more conservative Politburo
members by relying on traditional norms of party discipline and the prestige
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of the ofªce of General Secretary—and by clever use of a number of basic
heresthetic techniques described by William Riker.

Alternative Explanations

Most of this article so far has been devoted to a critique of prevailing realist
and constructivist accounts of the end of the Cold War and an attempt to rec-
oncile them somewhat by invoking Riker’s notion of heresthetic and illustrat-
ing it with evidence from two key cases. But what about other alternative ex-
planations that might be compatible with the same evidence? We should
consider, for example, realist and constructivist accounts that relax the uni-
tary-actor or elite-consensus assumptions, as well as other explanations that
focus on Gorbachev’s central role.

The most promising realist accounts of the end of the Cold War take So-
viet domestic politics and the perceptions of decisionmakers seriously. Wil-
liam Wohlforth and his colleagues, unlike many realists, do not assume that
there was a consensus on the necessity of Soviet retrenchment in the face of
material (mainly military and economic) constraints and relative Soviet de-
cline. Instead they put forward hypotheses concerning such issues as the tim-
ing of the availability of information to particular Soviet leaders and the ex-
tent to which those leaders came to accept retrenchment once they became
aware of the severity of the constraints.76

These authors deserve credit for developing genuinely falsiªable, theoret-
ically driven expectations about what the empirical record should contain if
some version of a realist account of the end of the Cold War is to ªnd sup-
port. However, the emerging record does not sustain many of their key con-
tentions. Numerous ofªcials, including the military industrial leader
Baklanov, who had access to extensive information about the burden of mili-
tary spending on the Soviet economy, still refused to draw the conclusions
that Gorbachev or Shevardnadze drew.77 The likely explanation is that the val-
ues and priorities of “Big Oleg” and the other lifelong products of the Soviet
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military-industrial complex were very different from those of the leading re-
formers, many of whom were accused, not without justiªcation, of having
strong antimilitary sentiments.78

Gorbachev initially tried to hide his intentions by portraying the mili-
tary-industrial sector as the source of scientiªc-technical progress and a great
example for the civilian economy. He may have forestalled some opposition to
his program early on by making members of the security establishment think
that they would beneªt from the reforms and perhaps gain additional control
over the civilian economy—a real possibility in the ªrst years of Gorbachev’s
tenure.79 Ultimately, though, Gorbachev’s goal was to demilitarize the Soviet
economy—a goal that posed a direct threat to many vested interests. Thus it
is not surprising that Foreign Minister Shevardnadze, in his memoir, claims
that long before the August 1991 coup attempt he had identiªed almost all of
the conspirators, “from Baklanov to Yazov,” as “among the enemies of our
policy.”80

The second weakness in even the most sophisticated of realist accounts is
their inability to explain the nature of Gorbachev’s security policy innova-
tions, many of which appeared very early. They focus only on the Cold War
endgame, when “Soviet relative decline had left Gorbachev with few realistic
options other than to make concession after concession to western views.”81

They neglect the many initiatives of restraint that Gorbachev took against the
wishes of the Western governments: the unilateral nuclear test moratorium
from 1985 to 1987 pursued in the face of the Reagan administration’s refusal
to negotiate a mutual ban; the commitment to “nonoffensive defense” in con-
ventional forces, despite NATO’s indifference to the concept; and Gorba-
chev’s pursuit of complete nuclear disarmament by the year 2000, a goal that
no U.S. administration ever embraced, even after the demise of the Soviet
Union. As late as 1989 another Soviet leader might well have decided not to
withdraw troops from Eastern Europe and not to allow German uniªcation
within NATO. We cannot understand Gorbachev’s initiatives without taking
seriously the normative and ideational context: Gorbachev’s antinuclearism,
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his afªnity for West European social democrats and their ideas about com-
mon security and nonoffensive defense, and his commitment to “freedom of
choice” and nonintervention in Eastern Europe.82

The importance of ideational factors, however, does not mean that the
constructivists, with their emphasis on ideas and social learning, have gotten
the story entirely right. The process of changing Soviet foreign policy was
highly contentious, even if bickering did not always become public. Although
particular individuals (Gorbachev, most notably) learned by trial and error to
adopt new ways of thinking about international relations, one cannot argue
that the whole Soviet security policy establishment learned the same lessons.83

Many of Gorbachev’s colleagues were never persuaded of the merits of the
“new thinking.” On some issues they all were probably convinced that mate-
rial circumstances dictated particular responses, but on key aspects of Soviet
policy—concerning nuclear weapons and European security, for example—
Gorbachev misled, manipulated, and outmaneuvered his colleagues to induce
them to support positions that they otherwise would have opposed. Many of
his techniques fall under the rubric of Riker’s heresthetic. If constructivist ac-
counts would include the possibility of domestic contention and strategic in-
teraction as well as social learning, they would provide a more plausible ac-
count of the end of the Cold War.

Conclusions and Implications

The effects of Gorbachev’s reforms for Russia and Europe were profound. A
leading Soviet diplomat characterized them accurately, if somewhat critically,
as follows:

The Soviet Union that Gorbachev inherited in 1985 was a global power, perhaps
somewhat tarnished in that image, but still strong and united and one of the
world’s two superpowers. But in just three years, from 1989 to 1991, the politi-
cal frontiers of the European continent were effectively rolled eastward from the
center of Europe to the Russian borders of 1653.84
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Whether expanding European borders eastward meant welcoming Russia into
Europe or pushing it further away is still a matter of dispute. Conºicting
evaluations persist among Russians of the wisdom of the Gorbachev-
Shevardnadze revolution that ended the Cold War.

The continued dispute within Russia about these matters should make
scholars hesitant about adopting a unitary-actor assumption to explain Soviet
foreign policy and the end of the Cold War. Instead, as Riker’s work suggests,
we would do well to focus on the heresthetic techniques that Soviet reformist
politicians employed to garner support for policies that could not otherwise
have been accepted. Realists have made important contributions to our un-
derstanding of the material forces that inºuenced the end of the Cold War.
Constructivists have pointed to the importance of ideas, norms, and identi-
ties. But only a skillful heresthetician such as Mikhail Gorbachev could have
made controversial accommodations to material forces seem natural; only a
skillful heresthetician could have ensured that enlightened ideas held by an
elite few would seem universal.

The implications of this discussion of the role of heresthetics in ending
the Cold War are necessarily limited by the fact that it addressed only two
cases: Gorbachev’s nuclear disarmament policies and the withdrawal of Soviet
power from Eastern Europe. Nevertheless, those cases are crucial to answering
the question of how and why the Cold War ended, a question that has vexed
theorists of international relations for more than a decade. Even a modest the-
oretical contribution seeking to reconcile disagreements between the main
contending schools of thought should be welcome.

The question remains, however, what contribution individual cases can
make to a broader theory of heresthetics. Riker himself never managed to de-
vise a complete theory specifying the conditions under which heresthetic
techniques would work. Indeed, some of his observations about the role of
chance and contingency implied that such a theory might not be possible.
One point that is evident from the discussion of Gorbachev’s use of language,
manipulation of agendas, and other heresthetic techniques is that his political
victories and defeats were contingent on many seemingly idiosyncratic factors
and were not reliably predictable. On some occasions, his opponents, such as
Marshal Akhromeev, attempted their own heresthetic ploys, though without
success. The institutional advantages of Gorbachev’s position as CPSU Gen-
eral Secretary were undoubtedly important in overcoming the resistance of
Akhromeev and his allies. This suggests that structural and institutional theo-
ries can be usefully combined with the analysis of heresthetic strategies to un-
derstand policy change, even such a momentous change as the end of the
Cold War.
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Some recent work that seeks to bridge the constructivist-rationalist divide
provides valuable suggestions for how to combine seemingly incompatible
theoretical approaches. Jeffrey Checkel, for example, has argued that two dis-
tinct causal mechanisms may be operating simultaneously when actors com-
ply with new norms. One mechanism, premised on the assumption of meth-
odological individualism, views actors’ behavior as based on cost-beneªt
calculations and strategic bargaining. The other focuses on normative change
that comes about through learning, socialization, and persuasion at the group
or societal level.85 One should add, as Checkel has in other work, the institu-
tional or domestic-structural context. The success of both mechanisms can
vary depending on institutional and structural constraints.86

My account of the role of heresthetic techniques in contributing to the
end of the Cold War could be understood as a similar juxtaposing of explana-
tory mechanisms. Gorbachev’s manipulation of language, symbols, norms,
and agendas—the whole panoply of heresthetic devices—can in one respect
be easily understood as strategic behavior in the rationalist mode. But the de-
vices would not have succeeded without a certain normative and institutional
context. Gorbachev could hide his unilateral extension of the Soviet test mor-
atorium in a grandiose plan for total nuclear abolition because of the norma-
tive signiªcance of nuclear disarmament in the Soviet foreign policy discourse
and the institutional prerogatives of his position as General Secretary. Soviet
ofªcials reºexively endorsed the goal of nuclear disarmament and simulta-
neously expected that their government’s proposals would be mainly propa-
ganda. They deferred to the General Secretary’s initiative even though he gave
them only one day’s notice. Thus they were surprised to ªnd themselves
approving a proposal with real content and a step-by-step plan for disarma-
ment that has in fact been implemented in many of its particulars (e.g., a
test ban, the elimination of intermediate nuclear missiles, reductions in
strategic nuclear weapons, and the withdrawal of conventional forces in
Europe).

Consider a situation in which either the heresthetic/strategic dimension
or the normative and institutional context was absent. A careful counter-
factual analysis of Gorbachev’s role has convincingly demonstrated that the
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end of the Cold War could have turned out very differently if another Soviet
leader had come into (or stayed) in ofªce in the mid-1980s.87 It is not too
much of a leap to suggest that a politician less skilled in heresthetic techniques
than Gorbachev would have failed to implement the foreign policy reforms
that contributed to the end of the Cold War. Indeed, a less clever politician
might not have remained in ofªce long enough. The efforts of Gorbachev’s re-
formist predecessor, Nikita Khrushchev, to improve the international atmo-
sphere were cut short when he was deposed by his colleagues—a precedent
that weighed heavily on Gorbachev’s mind. Alternatively, one could imagine a
more successful Gorbachev. A better heresthetician might have achieved what
would have been a superior outcome from his perspective: the end of the
Cold War, and the survival of the Soviet Union—perhaps in a decentralized,
democratized, and confederal form.

Comparing Gorbachev to previous or imagined (counterfactual) Soviet
leaders suggests why we cannot understand his success only in terms of the
traditional role of the General Secretary in Soviet decisionmaking. We have to
consider his use of heresthetic techniques. Other Soviet leaders enjoyed the
same institutional perquisites that Gorbachev did, but their policymaking
styles and outcomes differed considerably. Brezhnev’s style was more consen-
sual and his policy initiatives were rather modest. Khrushchev’s initiatives
were more radical, but his style alienated opponents rather than co-opting
them as Gorbachev’s did. By calling attention to the role of individual agency
within a fairly constant institutional context, I do not intend to invoke a
“great man” theory of history. The heresthetic techniques described by Riker
were available to Gorbachev’s predecessors, and one could evaluate their rela-
tive successes in achieving their policy goals at least in part with reference to
their degree of skill in employing such techniques within a system that
seemed well suited to heresthetic manipulations.

If strategic skills were important to successful policy initiatives, how nec-
essary was the normative context? Could Gorbachev have talked his col-
leagues into major arms reductions without the tradition of pro-disarmament
propaganda and the normative Soviet bias against nuclear weapons? No So-
viet political leader dared to contradict the General Secretary or criticize his
disarmament plan as utopian nonsense. Consider the contrast with the
United States. When Ronald Reagan declared in March 1983 that a space de-
fense shield might someday render nuclear weapons “impotent and obsolete,”
his advisers genuinely worried that doing away with nuclear weapons would
undermine the security of the United States and its allies—and they did not
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hesitate to say so. Three years later Reagan and Gorbachev, meeting in Reyk-
javik, nearly agreed to eliminate all nuclear-armed ballistic missiles. Reagan’s
advisers almost unanimously intervened to criticize the idea, claiming that it
“would pose high risks to the security of the nation.”88 In the Soviet context, a
taboo against such outspoken criticism of the top leader, combined with the
ofªcially promoted consensus view of nuclear disarmament as normatively
good, ruled out any such reaction. In the United States, by contrast, nuclear
disarmament was always suspect. Nuclear weapons were considered crucial to
U.S. security even during the years of the American nuclear monopoly.

It seems clear that one cannot understand the end of the Cold War with-
out incorporating the normative and institutional context as well as the strate-
gic behavior of reformist politicians, most notably Mikhail Gorbachev. Wil-
liam Riker’s notion of heresthetics provides a way to do precisely that. The
cases reviewed here—of the Soviet military withdrawal from Eastern Europe
and Gorbachev’s nuclear disarmament policy—illustrate both the problems
with realist and constructivist explanations of the end of the Cold War and
the promise of a focus on heresthetics for understanding policy change. More-
over, heresthetics could contribute to the important effort under way to
bridge the gap between rationalist and constructivist approaches to interna-
tional relations.

Note

Earlier versions of this paper were presented at the annual meeting of the
American Political Science Association, Boston, September 1998, and at a
conference of the Program on New Approaches to Russian Security in May
1999. I am grateful to participants and organizers of both discussions, includ-
ing Sue Peterson, Andrew Cortell, Stephen Solnick, Vicki Hesli, James Rich-
ter, Jeffrey Checkel, and Celeste Wallander, and to Ned Lebow, William
Wohlforth, and anonymous reviewers for their comments. I thank James
Morrow for ªrst calling my attention to William Riker’s work on heresthetics.
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