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THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION—FIFTY YEARS AFTER

ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR
By Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.

THE Cold War in its original form was a presumably mortal
antagonism, arising in the wake of the Second World War,
between two rigidly hostile blocs, one led by the Soviet
Union, the other by the United States. For nearly two somber
and dangerous decades this antagonism dominated the fears of
mankind; it may even, on occasion, have come close to blowing up
the planet. In recent years, however, the once implacable struggle
has lost its familiar clarity of outline. With the passing of old is-
sues and the emergence of new conflicts and contestants, there is
a natural tendency, especially on the part of the generation which
grew up during the Cold War, to take a fresh look at the causes
of the great contention between Russia and America.

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

In the case of the Cold War, special factors reinforce the pre-
dictable historiographical rhythm. The outburst of polycentrism
in the communist empire has made people wonder whether com-
munism was ever so monolithic as official theories of the Cold
War supposed. A generation with no vivid memories of Stalinism
may see the Russia of the forties in the image of the relatively
mild, seedy and irresolute Russia of the sixties. And for this same
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ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR 23

generation the American course of widening the war in Viet Nam
—which even non-revisionists can easily regard as folly—has
unquestionably stirred doubts about the wisdom of American
foreign policy in the sixties which younger historians may have
begun to read back into the forties.

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

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

1I

The orthodox American view, as originally set forth by the
American government and as reaffirmed until recently by most
American scholars, has been that the Cold War was the brave
and essential response of free men to communist aggression. Some
have gone back well before the Second World War to lay open
the sources of Russian expansionism. Geopoliticians traced the
Cold War to imperial Russian strategic ambitions which in the
nineteenth century led to the Crimean War, to Russian penetra-
tion of the Balkans and the Middle East and to Russian pressure

1 As this writer somewhat intemperately did in a letter to The New York Review of Books,
October 20, 1966.
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24 FOREIGN AFFAIRS

on Britain’s “lifeline” to India. Ideologists traced it to the Com-
munist Manifesto of 1848 (“the violent overthrow of the bour-
geoisie lays the foundation for the sway of the proletariat™).
Thoughtful observers (a phrase meant to exclude those who
speak in Dullese about the unlimited evil of godless, atheistic,
militant communism) concluded that classical Russian im-
perialism and Pan-Slavism, compounded after 1917 by Leninist
messianism, confronted the West at the end of the Second World
War with an inexorable drive for domination.’

The revisionist thesis is very different.® In its extreme form, it
is that, after the death of Franklin Roosevelt and the end of the

3 Every student of the Cold War must acknowledge his debt to W. H. McNeill’s remarkable
account, “America, Britain and Russia: Their Cooperation and Conflict, 1941-1946” (New
York, 1953) and to the brilliant and indispensable series by Herbert Feis: “Churchill, Roose-
velt, Stalin: The War They Waged and the Peace They Sought” (Princeton, 1957); “Be-
tween War and Peace: The Potsdam Conference” (Princeton, 1960); and “The Atomic Bomb
and the End of World War II” (Princeton, 1966). Useful recent analyses include André
Fontaine, “Histoire de la Guerre Froide” (2 v., Paris, 1965, 1967); N. A. Graebner, “Cold War
Diplomacy, 1945-1960” (Princeton, 1962); L. J. Halle, “The Cold War as History” (London,
1967); M. F. Herz, “Beginnings of the Cold War” (Bloomington, 1966) and W. L. Neumann,
“After Victory: Churchill, Roosevelt, Stalin and the Making of the Peace” (New York, 1967).

3 The fullest statement of this case is to be found in D. F. Fleming’s voluminous “The Cold
War and Its Origins” (New York, 1961). For a shorter version of this argument, see David
Horowitz, “The Free World Colossus” (New York, 1965); the most subtle and ingenious
statements come in W. A. Williams’ “The Tragedy of American Diplomacy” (rev. ed., New
York, 1962) and in Gar Alperowitz’s “Atomic Diplomacy: Hiroshima and Potsdam” (New
York, 1965) and in subsequent articles and reviews by Mr. Alperowitz in The New York Review
of Books. The fact that in some aspects the revisionist thesis parallels the official Soviet
argument must not, of course, prevent consideration of the case on its merits, nor raise ques-
tions about the motives of the writers, all of whom, so far as I know, are independent-minded
scholars,

I might further add that all these books, in spite of their ostentatious display of scholarly
apparatus, must be used with caution. Professor Fleming, for example, relies heavily on news-
paper articles and even columnists. While Mr. Alperowitz bases his case on official documents
or authoritative reminiscences, he sometimes twists his material in a most unscholarly way.
For example, in describing Ambassador Harriman’s talk with President Truman on April 20,
1945, Mr. Alperowitz writes, “He argued that a reconsideration of Roosevelt’s policy was
necessary” (p. 22, repeated on p. 24). The citation is to p. 70~72 in President Truman’s “Years
of Decision.” What President Truman reported Harriman as saying was the exact opposite:
“Before leaving, Harriman took me aside and said, ‘Frankly, one of the reasons that made me
rush back to Washington was the fear that you did not understand, as I had seen Roosevelt
understand, that Stalin is breaking his agreements.’” Similarly, in an appendix (p. 271) Mr.
Alperowitz writes that the Hopkins and Davies missions of May 1945 “were opposed by the
‘irm’ advisers.” Actually the Hopkins mission was proposed by Harriman and Charles E.
Bohlen, who Mr. Alperowitz elsewhere suggests were the firmest of the firm—and was pro-
posed by them precisely to impress on Stalin the continuity of American policy from Roosevelt
to Truman. While the idea that Truman reversed Roosevelt’s policy is tempting dramatically,
it is 2 myth. See, for example, the testimony of Anna Rosenberg Hoffman, who lunched with
Roosevelt on March 24, 1945, the last day he spent in Washington. After luncheon, Roosevelt
was handed a cable. “He read it and became quite angry. He banged his fists on the arms of
his wheelchair and said, ‘Averell is right; we can’t do business with Stalin. He has broken
every one of the promises he made at Yalta.’ He was very upset and continued in the same
vein oa the subject.”
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ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR 25

Second World War, the United States deliberately abandoned
the wartime policy of collaboration and, exhilarated by the pos-
session of the atomic bomb, undertook a course of aggression of
its own designed to expel all Russian influence from Eastern
Europe and to establish democratic-capitalist states on the very
border of the Soviet Union. As the revisionists see it, this radi-
cally new American policy—or rather this resumption by Truman
of the pre-Roosevelt policy of insensate anti-communism—Ieft
Moscow no alternative but to take measures in defense of its own
borders. The result was the Cold War.

These two views, of course, could not be more starkly contrast-
ing. It is therefore not unreasonable to look again at the half-
dozen critical years between June 22, 1941, when Hitler attacked
Russia, and July 2, 1947, when the Russians walked out of the
Marshall Plan meeting in Paris. Several things should be borne
in mind as this reéxamination is made. For one thing, we have
thought a great deal more in recent years, in part because of
writers like Roberta Wohlstetter and T. C. Schelling, about the
problems of communication in diplomacy—the signals which one
nation, by word or by deed, gives, inadvertently or intentionally,
to another. Any honest reappraisal of the origins of the Cold War
requires the imaginative leap—which should in any case be as
instinctive for the historian as it is prudent for the statesman—
into the adversary’s viewpoint. We must strive to see how, given
Soviet perspectives, the Russians might conceivably have mis-
read our signals, as we must reconsider how intelligently we read
theirs.

For another, the historian must not overindulge the man of
power in the illusion cherished by those in office that high position
carries with it the easy ability to shape history. Violating the
statesman’s creed, Lincoln once blurted out the truth in his letter
of 1864 to A. G. Hodges: “I claim not to have controlled events,
but confess plainly that events have controlled me.” He was not
asserting Tolstoyan fatalism but rather suggesting how greatly
events limit the capacity of the statesman to bend history to his
will. The physical course of the Second World War—the military
operations undertaken, the position of the respective armies at
the war’s end, the momentum generated by victory and the
vacuums created by defeat—all these determined the future as
much as the character of individual leaders and the substance of
national ideology and purpose.
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26 FOREIGN AFFAIRS

Nor can the historian forget the conditions under which deci-
sions are made, especially in a time like the Second World War.
These were tired, overworked, aging men: in 1945, Churchill was
71 years old, Stalin had governed his country for 17 exacting
years, Roosevelt his for 12 years nearly as exacting. During the
war, moreover, the importunities of military operations had
shoved postwar questions to the margins of their minds. All—
even Stalin, behind his screen of ideology—had became addicts of
improvisation, relying on authority and virtuosity to conceal the
fact that they were constantly surprised by developments. Like
Eliza, they leaped from one cake of ice to the next in the effort
to reach the other side of the river. None showed great tactical
consistency, or cared much about it; all employed a certain
ambiguity to preserve their power to decide big issues; and it is
hard to know how to interpret anything any one of them said on
any specific occasion. This was partly because, like all princes,
they designed their expressions to have particular effects on par-
ticular audiences; partly because the entirely genuine intellectual
difficulty of the questions they faced made a degree of vacillation
and mind-changing eminently reasonable. If historians cannot
solve their problems in retrospect, who are they to blame Roose-
velt, Stalin and Churchill for not having solved them at the time?

IIx

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

The tradition of American thought in these matters was uni-
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ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR 27

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

Whenever Roosevelt backslid, he had at his side that Wilsonian
fundamentalist, Secretary of State Cordell Hull, to recall him to
the pure faith. After his visit to Moscow in 1943, Hull character-
istically said that, with the Declaration of Four Nations on Gen-
eral Security (in which America, Russia, Britain and China
pledged “united action . . . for the organization and maintenance
of peace and security”), “there will no longer be need for spheres
of influence, for alliances, for balance of power, or any other of
the special arrangements through which, in the unhappy past,
the nations strove to safeguard their security or to promote their
interests.”

Remembering the corruption of the Wilsonian vision by the
secret treaties of the First World War, Hull was determined to
prevent any sphere-of-influence nonsense after the Second World
War. He therefore fought all proposals to settle border questions
while the war was still on and, excluded as he largely was from
wartime diplomacy, poured his not inconsiderable moral energy
and frustration into the promulgation of virtuous and spacious
general principles.

In adopting the universalist view, Roosevelt and Hull were not
indulging personal hobbies. Sumner Welles, Adolf Berle, Averell
Harriman, Charles Bohlen—all, if with a variety of nuances, op-
posed the sphere-of-influence approach. And here the State De-
partment was expressing what seems clearly to have been the
predominant mood of the American people, so long mistrustful
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28 FOREIGN AFFAIRS

of European power politics. The Republicans shared the true
faith. John Foster Dulles argued that the great threat to peace
after the war would lie in the revival of sphere-of-influence think-
ing. The United States, he said, must not permit Britain and
Russia to revert to these bad old ways; it must therefore insist on
American participation in all policy decisions for all territories in
the world. Dulles wrote pessimistically in January 1945, “The
three great powers which at Moscow agreed upon the ‘closest
codperation’ about European questions have shifted to a practice
of separate, regional responsibility.”

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

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

A second official opponent of universalism was George Kennan,
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ORIGINS OF THE COLD WAR 29

an eloquent advocate from the American Embassy in Moscow of
“a prompt and clear recognition of the division of Europe into
spheres of influence and of a policy based on the fact of such divi-
sion.” Kennan argued that nothing we could do would possibly
alter the course of events in Eastern Europe; that we were de-
ceiving ourselves by supposing that these countries had any fu-
ture but Russian domination; that we should therefore relinquish
Eastern Europe to the Soviet Union and avoid anything which
would make things easier for the Russians by giving them eco-
nomic assistance or by sharing moral responsibility for their
actions.

A third voice within the government against universalism was
(at least after the war) Henry A. Wallace. As Secretary of Com-
merce, he stated the sphere-of-influence case with trenchancy in
the famous Madison Square Garden speech of September 1946
which led to his dismissal by President Truman:

On our part, we should recognize that we have no more business in the
political affairs of Eastern Europe than Russia has in the political affairs of
Latin America, Western Europe, and the United States. . . . Whether we like
it or not, the Russians will try to socialize their sphere of influence just as
we try to democratize our sphere of influence. . . . The Russians have no
more business stirring up native Communists to political activity in Western
Europe, Latin America, and the United States than we have in interfering
with the politics of Eastern Europe and Russia.

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

1v

The Kremlin, on the other hand, thought only of spheres of
interest; above all, the Russians were determined to protect their
frontiers, and especially their border to the west, crossed so often
and so bloodily in the dark course of their history. These western
frontiers lacked natural means of defense—no great oceans,
rugged mountains, steaming swamps or impenetrable jungles.
The history of Russia had been the history of invasion, the last
of which was by now horribly killing up to twenty million of its
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30 FOREIGN AFFAIRS

people. The protocol of Russia therefore meant the enlargement
of the area of Russian influence. Kennan himself wrote (in May
1944), “Behind Russia’s stubborn expansion lies only the age-old
sense of insecurity of a sedentary people reared on an exposed
plain in the neighborhood of fierce nomadic peoples,” and he
called this “urge” a “permanent feature of Russian psychology.”

In earlier times the “urge” had produced the tsarist search for
buffer states and maritime outlets. In 1939 the Soviet-Nazi pact
and its secret protocol had enabled Russia to begin to satisfy in
the Baltic states, Karelian Finland and Poland, part of what it
conceived as its security requirements in Eastern Europe. But the
“urge” persisted, causing the friction between Russia and Ger-
many in 1940 as each jostled for position in the area which sepa-
rated them. Later it led to Molotov’s new demands on Hitler in
November 1940—a free hand in Finland, Soviet predominance
in Rumania and Bulgaria, bases in the Dardanelles—the demands
which convinced Hitler that he had no choice but to attack
Russia. Now Stalin hoped to gain from the West what Hitler, a
closer neighbor, had not dared yield him.

It is true that, so long as Russian survival appeared to require
a second front to relieve the Nazi pressure, Moscow’s demand for
Eastern Europe was a little muffled. Thus the Soviet government
adhered to the Atlantic Charter (though with a significant if
obscure reservation about adapting its principles to “the circum-
stances, needs, and historic peculiarities of particular countries™).
Thus it also adhered to the Moscow Declaration of 1943, and
Molotov then, with his easy mendacity, even denied that Russia
had any desire to divide Europe into spheres of influence. But
this was guff, which the Russians were perfectly willing to ladle
out if it would keep the Americans, and especially Secretary Hull
(who made a strong personal impression at the Moscow confer-
ence) happy. “A declaration,” as Stalin once observed to Eden,
“I regard as algebra, but an agreement as practical arithmetic.
I do not wish to decry algebra, but I prefer practical arithmetic.”

The more consistent Russian purpose was revealed when Stalin
offered the British a straight sphere-of-influence deal at the end of
1941. Britain, he suggested, should recognize the Russian absorp-
tion of the Baltic states, part of Finland, eastern Poland and
Bessarabia; in return, Russia would support any special British
need for bases or security arrangements in Western Europe.
There was nothing specifically communist about these ambitions.
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