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Introduction: The Role of Ideas and the End of
the Cold War

✣

The end of the Cold War sparked a new surge of interest in the
study of ideas in international politics. Once the province of a few dedicated
researchers on the fringes of the discipline, scholarship on the role of ideas
now occupies an important place in the mainstream of North American and
especially European international relations research. Yet even as scholarship
on ideas has advanced in recent years, a less heralded change has occurred in
studies of the end of the Cold War. The initial wave of scholarship highlight-
ing the role of ideas has come under increasing criticism on both methodolog-
ical and evidentiary grounds. Although many of these criticisms remain de-
batable, taken together they challenge a large body of scholarship on ideas and
the end of the Cold War.

The ªve articles in this special issue respond to this challenge by moving
the research agenda on ideas and the end of the Cold War to a new level of
rigor. The authors develop new models of how ideas affected the outcome
and, in so doing, advance the process of taking stock of this event and its im-
pact on our understanding of how ideas work in international politics. Al-
though we seek a deeper understanding of the end of the Cold War itself, we
also seek to use this seminal case to clarify and advance the debate over the
role of ideas in international politics more generally.

The Ideational Turn—And Its Critics

Growing out of earlier traditions in historical institutionalism, organizational
institutionalism in sociology, and the study of foreign policy belief systems,
and inºuenced by the rise of constructivism in international relations, the
new wave of ideas literature has sought a systematic analysis of the role of
ideas in explaining policy outcomes. The dramatic and unexpected change in
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Soviet foreign policy and ideology in the late 1980s led to an outpouring of
scholarship on the role of ideas in this transformation.1 For many scholars
of international relations, the case further underscored already widespread
perceptions of the limitations of realist theory and its emphasis on material
explanations of events. At the same time, in response to dissatisfaction with
rational choice theory, American scholars of political economy and compara-
tive politics began to try to understand how ideas, such as economic theories
and ethical values, rather than material self-interests, inºuence policymaking.2

The debates over the end of the Cold War provide fertile ground for in-
vestigating the role of ideas. Many scholars contend that the way the Cold
War ended should cause scholars to rethink the ways they have traditionally
studied the role of ideas in international politics. For many, the event is an ex-
ample of large-scale, rapid ideological change or what Albert O. Hirschman
has called “creedal periods,” when ideas in and of themselves appear to be
important causal factors.3 Such periods are typically highly ideological. “Nor-
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mal politics,” as described by Peter Hall, does not apply during these unusual
times, and ideas gain a special salience.4 In such times, new ideas can either fa-
cilitate a wholesale break with the past or “can supply an entirely new common
ground for positions between which there existed previously no common
ground.”5

This certainly describes the end of the Cold War. Simply as a matter of
description, “what changed” with the end of the Cold War was most notably
the ideas of one of the two principal actors. The Cold War itself was deªned
in part by the clash of ideas between the Communist Soviet bloc and the lib-
eral-democratic and capitalist West. It came to an end when the Soviet Union
abandoned its old class-struggle ideology, even though the material capabili-
ties (nuclear and conventional weapons) that could destroy the other side re-
mained largely in place in both the Soviet Union and the United States. The
Soviet Union’s abandonment of confrontation in favor of “common security”
paved the way for a series of unilateral gestures that broke the logjam of East-
West conºict.

The issue goes well beyond mere description. In the view of some ana-
lysts, to the extent that the changes in ideas (for example, Gorbachev’s adop-
tion of common security ideas) led to a shared perception that the Cold War
was over, these new ideas had a causal effect. New beliefs and concepts moti-
vated people’s actions and formed the basis for the establishment of a new po-
litical relationship between the Soviet Union and the West. In the most ex-
pansive view of the role of ideas, the change of Soviet ideas ended a whole
“social structure of hostility” and gave rise to fundamental changes in consti-
tutive rules, institutions, identities, and practices.6

The literature on ideas in international relations in general and in the
speciªc case of the end of the Cold War has confronted signiªcant challenges
even as it has gained increasing prominence. Some critics have charged that
the concept of ideas and their effects on policy outcomes were poorly concep-
tualized. Scholars who attempted to deªne ideas precisely by ªtting them
within a rational-choice framework were taken to task for using ideas as ad
hoc remedies for the inherent weaknesses of their research programs rather
than treating them as objects of investigation in their own right. Rationalist
approaches, critics argued, thus did not represent a serious attempt to investi-
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gate the power of ideas.7 But scholars who propounded more expansive con-
ceptualizations of ideas were criticized for ambiguous research designs. The
broad rubric of “ideas” has encompassed notions of culture, shared belief
systems, and worldviews, as well as speciªc strategies of actions and policy
programs.8 Others argued that even scholars who took the power of ideas
more seriously and set forth tractable deªnitions paid insufªcient attention to
causal mechanisms, multiple relationships between material and ideational
factors, and standards of evidence. These critics alleged that most con-
structivist theories, for example, have been unable to show how processes of
persuasion, legitimation, and social learning actually translate into changes in
collective ideas.9

In addition to the problem of conceptualization, a second challenge con-
cerns research design and evidence. Critics of the ideas literature have argued
that it founders on the problem of endogeneity. They contend that ideational
analyses do not provide convincing empirical evidence that ideas affect policy
outcomes in ways that are truly independent of material interests.10 If the key
element in the end of the Cold War was a change in ideas, what caused Soviet
adoption of radically new foreign policy ideas? Was it pressing material cir-
cumstances, as materialists allege, or did ideas themselves play an independent
role? Ideationalists have pointed variously to the key role played by Mikhail
Gorbachev, the role of learning, changing conceptions of legitimacy, the
transmission of new ideas about security and foreign policy, and Soviet new
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thinking that may have originated several decades earlier.11 More materialist-
oriented scholars have countered, however, that the new ideas adopted by So-
viet leaders were largely a product of underlying material changes, and that
the end of the Cold War is best explained by traditional measurements of rela-
tive power and shifting economic incentives and capabilities.12

One response to the endogeneity critique is that it misses the point of
much scholarship on the role of ideas. Many constructivist scholars do not ac-
cept that ideas can be usefully modeled as independent or intervening vari-
ables. They focus instead on the “constitutive” rather than the causal effect of
ideas. That is, ideas construct actors’ interests and identities rather than
merely constrain behavior. For these scholars, simple causal models will inevi-
tably fail to capture the true importance of ideas. As Alexander Wendt puts it,
“Gorbachev’s New Thinking was a deep, conceptual reassessment of what the
US-Soviet relationship ‘was.’ . . . It may be that objective conditions were such
that the Soviets ‘had’ to change their ideas about the Cold War but that does
not change the fact that in an important sense those ideas were the Cold War,
and as such changing them by deªnition changed the reality.”13

This brings us to a third criticism of the literature on the role of ideas,
both generally and in the case of the end of the Cold War: that the idea of
“constitutive effects” or “constitutive explanation” is a non sequitur. Criticism
along these lines is often made only by implication, but it is extremely impor-
tant, for it helps to account for much of the communication breakdown
among scholars from different research traditions. According to the critics,
the notion that the Cold War was constituted by Soviet and American
policymakers’ ideas about their countries’ relationship does not absolve one of
the need to address traditional questions of causality. As David Dessler puts it,
“specifying what something is does not explain it. . . . Constructivists might
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very well be right that ideas are more important in the world than traditional
IR theories have suggested, but to show this, they will have to rely on conven-
tional categories of scientiªc theory and explanation.”14

These challenges encompass theory, evidence, and methodology. We can-
not expect to achieve a consensus on how to respond to them, but in address-
ing them forthrightly we do seek greater clarity about how and why scholars
continue to disagree both about the explanation of the event and its more
general implications for international relations research.

Structure of the Special Issue

The authors of the articles in this special issue agree that an important way to
address these challenges is to examine both material incentives and ideas more
rigorously. In principle most scholars acknowledge that both material and
ideational factors mattered in the end of the Cold War, but in practice during
the initial rounds of the debate only a few researchers explicitly incorporated
both material and ideational causes into their analyses, and even those few
who did consider both material and ideational changes made little effort to
examine how they inºuenced each other.15 Many of these writings frame the
issue as one of materialist versus ideational explanations or, alternatively, as
one of as “realism versus constructivism.”16 The new evidence and accumulat-
ing scholarship suggest, not surprisingly, that such formulations are too sim-
plistic. Given a little more distance from the event and a lot more evidence
from the archives, most observers agree that material factors (e.g., decline,
technological change), ideas (“new thinking,” democratic liberalism, new
views of human rights), institutions (particularly Soviet party rule and central
economic planning), personalities (especially Gorbachev’s), and a good dose
of historical contingency all “mattered” in bringing the Cold War to a close.17

The question is how to discuss productively the role ideas played in this com-
plex outcome.
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To answer that question, a critical and often overlooked ªrst step is to
clarify the methodological issues in dispute. Accordingly, Nina Tannenwald
develops a theoretical framework that guides the analysis of the empirical arti-
cles. Her article identiªes various explanatory strategies for the role of ideas
and seeks to clarify key methodological issues in the study of ideas. She
deªnes terms, identiªes several different relationships between ideational and
material factors, and lays out a series of “tests” to evaluate the causal effect of
various kinds of ideas and ideational mechanisms. She also seeks to clarify two
primary issues: whether it is possible to draw a clearer line between the mate-
rial and the ideational, and what is meant by “constitutive effects” and “con-
stitutive explanation.” She defends the notion of constitutive explanation and
argues that causal analysis and constitutive analysis are equally valid explana-
tory strategies for the role of ideas.

The four articles that follow take their cue from Tannenwald to identify
explanatory strategies that can help unravel key puzzles about the end of the
Cold War. By “explanatory strategies” we mean a combination of theory,
causal mechanisms, constitutive processes, and “tests” that can show the inde-
pendent effect of ideas on policy. We seek to identify different relationships
between ideational and material factors and the associated causal pathways
and constitutive processes at work in ideational phenomena. We thus move
beyond either a focus on explaining residual variance (in which ideas account
for the variance that other explanations leave unexplained) or a sequencing or
“pass the baton” approach in which, for example, constructivism is employed
to account for the origins of interests and rationalism is then employed to ex-
plain choice under constraints. Instead, we are interested in establishing more
clearly the precise pathways or mechanisms by which ideas helped bring the
Cold War to a close. Our work on the end of the Cold War converges with
current debates regarding international political economy and human rights,
as well as the debate between rationalists and constructivists working on
European integration.18

The empirical focus in this special issue is on a set of puzzles that allow us
to explore the role of ideas. Despite the lively debate between materialists and
ideationalists, they tend to agree that the most intriguing puzzles are on the
Soviet side of the story. To concentrate on these puzzles and to exploit a large
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extant literature, we focus on change in Soviet foreign policy in the second
half of the 1980s. Several questions are nested within this focus: the timing of
change (why the second half of the 1980s, as opposed to earlier or later), the
direction of change (why Soviet leaders chose accommodation, reform, and in-
tegration into the international economy, as opposed to retrenchment), and
the character of change (why new thinking was as radical as it was, why the
change was peaceful). The speciªc empirical puzzles we analyze include
the non-use of force, the role of human rights in the collapse of Communism,
the origins of new thinking, and Soviet acceptance of German uniªcation
within the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).19 The different arti-
cles thus have different explananda or dependent variables, and they illustrate
different explanatory strategies for the role of ideas.

Robert English begins by tracing the origins of new thinking as a case
study of how Soviet intellectuals sought to redeªne national identity in re-
sponse to the West. He argues 1) that new thinking was fundamentally nor-
mative, not instrumental, because it was developed in a period (the 1950s and
1960s) when “socialism” was thought to be outperforming capitalism materi-
ally, and 2) that new thinking decisively affected Soviet policy in the second
half of the 1980s. English offers a richly empirical socialization argument,
showing how ideas associated with new thinking originated in the post-Stalin
period within a community of intellectuals who shared the experience of bat-
tling the Communist system. He traces the development of these ideas
through the 1970s and 1980s. In the mid-1980s, when Gorbachev became
General Secretary of the Soviet Communist Party and empowered many of
the new thinkers as advisers, their liberal, Westernizing ideas played an indis-
pensable role in shaping his reforms. English’s analysis focuses on mechanisms
of identity change, including socialization and learning, at two levels: that of
the community of reformist intellectuals, and that of the Soviet Union itself.
The analysis challenges realist and rationalist views that new thinking was
largely instrumental. At least until the Gorbachev era, Soviet reformers,
according to English, advocated new-thinking ideas often at risk to their per-
sonal, professional, and institutional interests.

Andrew Bennett’s article focuses on the question of why Soviet leaders
did not resort to force to preserve the Warsaw Pact in 1989 (with brief com-
parisons to other cases of Soviet use of force in 1989–1990). His essay pro-
vides a cognitive model of how decision-makers learn from experience. The
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article is a rigorous effort to specify and establish the causal effect of this
mechanism (elite cause-and-effect learning) as opposed to alternatives (more
materialist or normative arguments). He also seeks to lay out the scope of and
conditions for its operation. Bennett argues that Soviet leaders learned from
previous Soviet military interventions in Czechoslovakia, in Afghanistan, and
elsewhere the high costs and negative consequences of the use of force. He
claims that even Soviet conservatives, for both material and ideational reasons
(i.e., beliefs about the efªcacy of force), would have been unlikely to use force
in Eastern Europe in 1989 had they been in power. In contrast, hardliners had
much different views about the terms the Soviet Union should seek regarding
German uniªcation. Gorbachev’s ideas prevailed largely because of the linger-
ing authority of his position as top leader. In short, although ideas and mate-
rial constraints jointly produced the startling events of 1989, ideas and gov-
ernmental structure were critical in determining which of the competing
policy prescriptions would prevail regarding German uniªcation.

Daniel Thomas analyzes the role of human rights ideas in the collapse of
Communism. He argues that the demise of Communist rule in Eastern Eu-
rope and the Soviet Union was signiªcantly attributable to the transnational
diffusion of human-rights ideas. His analysis focuses on how human rights
norms were transmitted to Soviet dissidents and policymakers, as well as pre-
cisely how, and how much, these ideas affected policy. Thomas focuses on two
primary causal mechanisms: the transmission of human rights ideas by a
transnational Eastern European social movement for human rights, which
expanded the roster of available political concepts and the terms of political
legitimacy; and the mechanism of “rhetorical entrapment” that expanded the
discourse of human rights and may have constrained Soviet leaders to uphold
their rhetorical commitment to the Helsinki Accords. Thomas contends that
Soviet leaders accepted human rights ideas for both substantive and instru-
mental reasons. Western power played some role, but the ideas themselves
were salient, legitimate, and resonant for Soviet leaders seeking a new identity
and destiny for the Soviet Union. Thomas highlights the factors that are likely
to favor this kind of international transmission of norms, and he reºects
on how human rights ideas could “matter” in the late 1980s in the Soviet
Union in light of the subsequent lack of institutionalization of human rights
in Russia.

Tuomas Forsberg’s article focuses on Gorbachev and German uniªcation.
Forsberg argues that the effectiveness of economic aid depends on decision-
makers’ ideas about economics and identity. German economic statecraft
worked in securing Gorbachev’s support for German uniªcation, but only be-
cause of a speciªc set of ideas that animated Soviet decision-makers precisely
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during that period. The weakness of the Soviet economy made economic as-
sistance from Germany attractive, but Gorbachev did not bargain hard over
the amount of aid because he thought it would ruin an anticipated close,
friendly relationship with Germany in the future. He was more interested in
the prospect of a true partnership with Germany and in being accepted by the
West than in the direct economic utility of the aid. The importance of the
German economic incentives thus lay in their role as trust-building measures.
In contrast, Japan’s efforts to use economic aid to persuade Soviet and then
Russian leaders to return the Kurile Islands in 1991–1993 came to naught, in
part because Soviet and Russian leaders did not expect a friendly relationship
with Japan. For cultural and political reasons, Soviet and Russian leaders were
more oriented toward Germany and the West. Forsberg argues that Soviet and
Russian leaders’ disinclination to seek aid or technology from Japan—a tech-
nology powerhouse—and to turn instead to Germany shows that material
pressures alone cannot account for the success or failure of economic incen-
tives and that actors’ ideas about social relationships must be taken into ac-
count.

In a brief concluding article, which takes the form of a commentary
rather than a synthesis, William Wohlforth argues that the articles in the col-
lection reºect a sea-change in thinking about the end of the Cold War and a
greater recognition of the case as a hard one in which to establish an inde-
pendent role for ideas.

12

Tannenwald and Wohlforth




