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The East Lost the Cold War, but did the
West Win?

Curtis Bauver

Clearly the East lost the Cold War to the West, suffering total
economic and political collapse by the late 1980s. Yet it is not
entirely clear if or what the West won. Western economies continue
1o labor under the extensive military conuitments. The ideology of
liberal democracy, although laudable, is difficult 1o implement.
Capitalism, as an economic system, is torn between the need for
perpetual growth and the protection of a fragile environment. Was the
end of the Cold War truly “'the end of history™ as some suggest, or do
the lessons of the period stand instead as a cautionary for the future?

Introduction

There is no question that the East lost the Cold War to the
West, but did the West win? The attempted reforms of Gorbachev
could not prevent the economic and political collapse of the former
USSR and were, in effect, a concession of defeat. However, as the
euphoria of victory began to subside, the toll of decades of hostility
on Western Europe and North America was revealed. Economies
remain burdened by institutionalized military spending. The process
of decolonization and the realignment of alliances continue to erode
Western dominance. Western society remains far from the yearned-
for ideals of liberal democracy. Capitalism is caught between the
demand for unlimited growth and the limited capacity of the
environment to sustain it.

The East lost the Cold War

Although it often involved opponents in military conflict,
the Cold War was primarily an economic and political battle between
East and West. From the point of view of the United Statcs, the
breakdown of the USSR was a victory for the policy of containment,
as defined by George Kennan in 1946. This policy stated that the
most economical way of defeating Russia was to hold it in its current
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geopolitical situation while patiently waiting for it to “progress™
towards capitalistic democracy on its own terms." Although it took
longer than expected, the forty year policy of containment is often
cited as the main reason for the downfall of Communism: it
prevented Communist expansion while allowing time for the internal
contradictions of the system to destroy it.2

Gorbachev’s attempts to revive the stagnant economy were
undermined by the corruption and inefficiency. He had inherited a
centralized economy that could simply not compete with Western
productivity. For example, the gross domestic product (GDP) of
West Germany, small in terms of territory and resources (and equally
devastated after World War Two) exceeded the Soviet GDP by the
1980s.> Particularly burdensome were the large military
expenditures, estimated to have consistently consumed around 15%
of the GDP4 American President Ronald Reagan’s Strategic Defense
Initiative (SDI) exposed a Soviet cconomy at the breaking point,
unable to increase military spending any further.

Confronted with massive problems, Gorbachev proposed an
easing of international tensions coupled with a restructuring of the
economy (Perestroika). The easing of tensions was successful, but
the Soviet economy continued to carry budget deficits throughout the
latter half of the 1980s due, in part, to an unfavorable trade balance.®
Gorbachev attempted to form a “Common European Home” of
European states to resist US economic dominance but failed to attract
interest.” It was becoming clear that Perestroika was also failing, as
the centralized economy, mired in corruption, continued to produce
goods poor in quality and short in supply.8 Ultimately, the economic
triumph of the West was acknowledged when Gorbachev admitted
that the Soviet Union was surrounded not by superior armies but by
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superior economies.’

Forty years of containment had also left the USSR’s foreign
policy politically inert. Gorbachev's “new thinking” in foreign
policy was meant to break through the ring of enemies with overtures
of peace and non-intervention, but this only removed the threat of
Soviet military intervention. While the Soviet pull out from
Afghanistan was a step towards positive relations with the West and
China, it simultaneously exposed the Red Army’s inability to subdue
even a third-world nation located on its own doorstep. When it
became apparent that Gorbachev would no longer interfere militarily
in Eastern Europe, former client states, in effect, defected, attempting
to join the EEC and NATO for economic and political security. These
defections culminated in the admission of a united Germany to
NATO in 1990. Other client states, including Cuba, North Korea,
Vietnam, Libya, Ethiopia, and Yemen sensed weakness and began
looking for new allies.!0 The marginalization of the USSR during the
1991 Gulf War was an indication of how far its international stature
had fallen.!! The cumulative effect of these changes of allegiance
were important in creating the perception of the USSR as the loser of
the Cold War in the eyes of the world."”

At the same time, numerous contradictions were revealed
between the current practices and the original ideals of communism,
The socialist aspirations of workers owning the means of production
stood in sharp contrast with the stratification and privileges of Soviet
society. Disillusioned communists, such as Milovan Djilas (a high
ranking Yugoslav party boss), began to loose faith as early as the
1950s, when they realized that Communist society was becoming less
rather than more egalitarian.!? By the 1980s the special privileges of
the nomenklatura, or top party members, had so distorted
communism. that the Solidarity trade union was formed to represent
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workers against the state. Gorbachev sought to return to the worker’s
democracy envisioned by Marx and Lenin, but the nomenklatura
were too firmly entrenched and sidestepped these efforts at reform. 14

The environment as well as the economy suffered under
Communism. As envisioned by Stalin and his successors, the
environment was merely a place in which to situate massive
industrial projects. Nowhere was it acknowledged that there must be
limits to such growth. This may be the natural result of an ideology
that was, in essence, overwhelmingly technologically deterministic,
promising that happiness could be achieved through material
sufficiency.!”” The disaster at Chernobyl in 1986 exposed the
limitations of Communist ideology with respect to environmental
matters. The ramifications of Chernobyl are still being felt, and are
contributing in no small part to the stunting of political and economic
growth in Belarus and the Ukraine.!®

But did the West Win the Cold War?

Capitalism may have triumphed as an economic system, but
the end of the Cold War exposed many challenges previously
obscured by the simplifications of a bi-polar world. The Cold War
required perpetual readiness for war, and the resulting emphasis on
military spending can be seen to have damaged or at least distorted
Western economies. It has been speculated that empires, regardless
of ideological affiliation, collapse when military expenditures
outstrip the economic capacity necessary to sustain them.'” Much is
made of the impact of SDI on the Soviet economy, but in the four
years of Reagan’s presidency the United States went from the world’s
largest creditor nation to the world’s largest debtor nation.'® Indeed,
the decline in America’s GDP growth rates from the 1940s to the
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1990s closely parallels that of the USSR for the same time period.w

Since military goods are non-capital (that is, they can not be
used to create wealth), the massive Cold War expenditures may have
acted as a drag on the American economy. This can be seen by
comparing the post-World War Two economic rise of Japan and West
Germany with the United States. With constitutions forbidding re-
militarization, these nations were free to concentrate on capital
goods. After World War Two, America accounted for 50% of world
GDP, whereas by 1991 it accounted for only twenty-three pcrcent.m

The decades long threat of Cold War allowed the military-
industrial complex to became embedded in American political and
economic syslems.2l The war is over, but relief from the military
burden remains out of sight. Western militaries seem to have found
a new raison d’étre in humanitarian missions.” The post-Cold War
period has seen a rapid increase in peacekeeping interventions: from
1945 to 1987 there only were thirteen peacekeeping missions,
whereas from 1987 to 1993 there were twenty-one.23 While such
missions may be important in keeping international order, the
political crosscurrents inherent in them are often troubling. Former
Cold War allies, such as Manuel Noriega and Saddam Hussein,
suddenly became the enemy of America when foreign policy went
into rapid reversal.25 Moreover, there appears to be no abatement in
weapons development in the post-Cold War world. The five
members of the UN Security Council accounted for eighty-six
percent of total world trade in arms in 1992.26 Science (or, as some
say, technoscience) continues its affiliation with federal research
monies, a large proportion of which are still devoted to weapons
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development.”’

In a larger political sense, the end of the Cold War can be
seen as the end of the colonial era.”® The weakening effects of World
War One, World War Two and the Cold War accelerated the
processes of decolonization.”® The increasing sophistication of
guerilla warfare, as witnessed in Victnam and Afghanistan, made the
costs of occupation too high in economic, political and human terms.
The process of decolonization encouraged new regional alliances to
form, resulting in a global identity crisis of sorts in former colonial
territories where new identities are being forged, often on a tribal or
religious basis. Thus the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan was
not a triumph for the “Free World”, but a victory for certain Afghani
Muslims.”® In a similar way, the end of Cold War bi-lateralism has
allowed a united Europe to emerge and redefine itself as an entity
distinct from both the United States and Russia.’!

Western ideology also faces new challenges. In 1992 the end
of the Cold War was proclaimed as the ‘end of history’ and the
triumph of liberal democracy over Communism was celebrated.? In
practice, however, ideologies fall short of their lofty ideals. In
Western society, it can be claimed that democracy is actually
controlled by elite oligarchies through subtle control of the media and
the political process.33 Capitalism (as currently practiced) becomes a
willing collaborator by creating managers and workers (not owners)
who, fearful of losing their positions and salaries, do not question the
status quo.34 The dominant political and economic institutions in the
West are stable and subject to few internal challenges, just as their
Soviet counterparts had been.*® In such a situation, Western societies
are in constant danger of cxcessive stratification: by the mid 1990s,
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the top 1% of American rich owned approximately 40% of the
nation’s wealth.*® The consequences of this stratification have yet to
become clear.

As for the environment, Western ideology has yet to come to
grips with the paradox of destructive growth. Many decry unbridled
capitalist practices that result in environmental degradation on a
global scale, yet Western societies continue to demand economic
growth.*” The current Western penchant for turning wants into needs
often relegates the environment to secondary consideration (ie.
witness the current popularity of sport utility vehicles). The march of
capitalism into Russia has not relieved the environmental burden left
behind by Communism, and may have cven aggravated the

problem.38

Conclusion

Insofar as the Cold War pitted East against West, economic
and political collapse of the USSR in the 1980s left the West “the last
man standing” and the apparent victor of the struggle. The centralized
Soviet economy could not reform itself. Continued political isolation
reduced the Soviet Union to regional power status. Communism
failed to deliver on the promise of material well-being and the
environment was degraded. Yet it is not entirely clear if the West
should be declared triumphant. The West too was forced to labor
under expensive military commitments. The institutions necessitated
by perpetual readiness for war continue to distort the economy. The
rejection of Western hegemony continues, while the goal of liberal
democracy remains clusive. Capitalism, as an economic system, is
torn between the need for perpetual growth and the protection of a
fragile environment. The end of the Cold War has been declared the
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“end of history”, however, it is clear that the legacies of this time
continue to impact the present and are likely to influence the future
for years to come.
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