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Two Cold War Empires: Imposition vs. Multilateralism 

JOHN LEWIS GADDIS 

 The United States had been poised for global hegemony at the end of World War I. Its 

military forces played a decisive role in bringing that conflict to an end. Its economic 

predominance was such that it could control both the manner and the rate of European 

recovery. Its ideology commanded enormous respect, as Woodrow Wilson found when he 

arrived on the Continent late in 1918 to a series of rapturous public receptions. The Versailles 

Treaty fell well short of Wilson’s principles, to be sure, but the League of Nations followed 

closely his own design, providing an explicit legal basis for an international order that was to 

have drawn, as much as anything else, upon the example of the American constitution itself. 

If there was ever a point at which the world seemed receptive to an expansion of United States 

influence, this was it.  

 Americans themselves, however, were not receptive. The Senate’s rejection of, 

membership in the League reflected the public’s distinct lack of enthusiasm for international 

peace-keeping responsibilities. Despite the interests certain business, labor, and agricultural 

groups had in seeking overseas markets and investment opportunities, most Americans saw 

few benefits to be derived from integrating their economy with that of the rest of the world. 

Efforts to rehabilitate Europe during the 1920s, therefore, could only take the form of private 

initiatives, quietly coordinated with the government. . . . 

 This isolationist consensus broke down only as Americans began to realize that a 

potentially hostile power was once again threatening Europe: even their own hemisphere, it 

appeared, might not escape the consequences this time around. After September 1939, the 

Roosevelt administration moved as quickly as public and Congressional opinion would allow 

to aid Great Britain and France by means short of war; it also chose to challenge the Japanese 

over their occupation of China and later French Indochina, thereby setting in motion a 

sequence of events that would lead to the attack on Pearl Harbor. Historians ever since have 

puzzled over this: why, after two decades of relative inactivity on the world scene, did the 

United States suddenly become hyperactive?. . . 

 The best explanation for the decline of isolationism and the rise of the  American 

empire, I suspect, has to do with a distinction Americans tended to make—perhaps they were 

more subtle than one might think—between what we might call benign and malignant 

authoritarianism. Regimes like those of [Anastacio] Somoza in Nicaragua or [Rafael] Trujillo 

in the Dominican Republic might be unsavory, but they fell into the benign category because 

they posed no serious threat to United States interests and in some cases even promoted them. 

Regimes like those of Nazi Germany and imperial Japan, because of their military capabilities, 

were quite another matter.  Stalin’s authoritarianism had appeared malignant when linked to 

that of Hitler, as it was between 1939 and 1941; but when directed against Hitler, it could 

come to appear quite benign. What it would look like once Germany had been defeated  

remained to be seen.  
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 With all this, the possibility that even malignant authoritarianism might harm the 

United States remained hypothetical until 7 December 1941, when it suddenly became very 

real. Americans are only now, after more than half a century, getting over the shock: they 

became so accustomed to a Pearl Harbor mentality—to the idea that there really are deadly 

enemies out there—that they find it a strange new world, instead of an old familiar one, now 

that there are not. Pearl Harbor was, then, the defining event for the American empire, 

because it was only at this point that the most plausible potential justification for the United 

States becoming and remaining a global power as far as the American people were 

concerned—an endangered national security—became an actual one. Isolationism had thrived 

right up to this moment; but once it became apparent that isolationism could leave the nation 

open to military attack, it suffered a blow from which it never recovered. The critical date was 

not 1945, or 1947, but 1941.  

 It did not automatically follow, though, that the Soviet Union would inherit the title of 

“first enemy” once Germany and Japan had been defeated. A sense of vulnerability preceded 

the identification of a source of threat in the thinking of American strategists: innovations in 

military technology—long-range bombers, the prospect of even longer-range missiles—

created visions of future Pearl Harbors before it had become clear from where such an attack 

might come. Neither in the military nor the political-economic planning that went on in 

Washington during the war was there consistent concern with the USSR as a potential future 

adversary. The threat, rather, appeared to arise from war itself, whoever might cause it, and 

the most likely candidates were thought to be resurgent enemies from World War II.  

 The preferred solution was to maintain preponderant power for the United States, 

which meant a substantial peacetime military establishment and a string of bases around the 

world from which to resist aggression if it should ever occur. But equally important, a revived 

international community would seek to remove the fundamental causes of war through the 

United Nations, a less ambitious version of Wilson’s League, and through new economic 

institutions like the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, whose task it would be 

to prevent another global depression and thereby ensure prosperity. The Americans and the 

British assumed that the Soviet Union would want to participate in these multilateral efforts to 

achieve military and economic security. The Cold War developed when it became clear that 

Stalin either could not or would not accept this framework.  

 Did the Americans attempt to impose their vision of the postwar world upon the USSR? 

No doubt it looked that way from Moscow: both the Roosevelt and Truman administrations 

stressed political self-determination and economic integration with sufficient persistence to 

arouse Stalin’s suspicions—easily aroused, in any event—as to their ultimate intentions. But 

what the Soviet leader saw as a challenge to his hegemony the Americans meant as an effort 

to salvage multilateralism. At no point prior to 1947 did the United States and its Western 

European allies abandon the hope that the Russians might eventually come around; and 

indeed negotiations aimed at bringing them around would continue at the foreign ministers’ 

level, without much hope of success, through the end of that year. The American attitude was 

less that of expecting to impose a system than one of puzzlement as to why its merits were not 

universally self-evident. It differed significantly, therefore, from Stalin’s point of view, which 
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allowed for the possibility that socialists in other countries might come to see the advantages 

of Marxism-Leninism as practiced in the Soviet Union, but never capitalists. They were there, 

in the end, to be overthrown, not convinced.  

 The emergence of an opposing great power bloc posed serious difficulties for the 

principle of multilateralism, based as it had been on the expectation of cooperation with 

Moscow. But with a good deal of ingenuity the Americans managed to merge their original 

vision of a single international order built around common security with a second and more 

hastily improvised concept that sought to counter the expanding power and influence of the 

Soviet Union. That concept was, of course, containment, and its chief instrument was the 

Marshall Plan.  

 The idea of containment proceeded from the proposition that if there was not to be one 

world, then there must not be another world war either. It would be necessary to keep the 

peace while preserving the balance of power: the gap that had developed during the 1930s 

between the perceived requirements of peace and power was not to happen again. If 

geopolitical stability could be restored in Europe, time would work against the Soviet Union 

and in favor of the Western democracies. Authoritarianism need not be the “wave of the 

future”; sooner or later even Kremlin authoritarians would realize this fact and change their 

policies. “[T]he Soviet leaders are prepared to recognize situations, if not arguments,” George 

F. Kennan wrote in 1948. “If, therefore, situations can be created in which it is clearly not to 

the advantage of their power to emphasize the elements of conflict in their relations with the 

outside world, then their actions, and even the tenor of their propaganda to their own people, 

can be modified.”  

 This idea of time being on the side of the West came—at least as far as Kennan was 

concerned—from studying the history of empires. Edward Gibbon had written in The Decline 

and Fall of the Roman Empire that “there is nothing more contrary to nature than the attempt 

to hold in obedience distant provinces,” and few things Kennan ever read made a greater or 

more lasting impression on him. He had concluded during the early days of World War II that 

Hitler’s empire could not last, and in the months after the war, he applied similar logic to the 

empire Stalin was setting out to construct in Eastern Europe. The territorial acquisitions and 

spheres of influence the Soviet Union had obtained would ultimately become a source of 

insecurity for it, both because of the resistance to Moscow’s control that was sure to grow 

within those regions and because of the outrage the nature of that control was certain to 

provoke in the rest of the world. “Soviet power, like the capitalist world of its own conception, 

bears within it the seeds of its own decay,” Kennan insisted in the most famous of all Cold 

War texts, his anonymously published 1947 article on the “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” 

He added, “the sprouting of those seeds is well advanced.” 

 All of this would do the Europeans little good, though, if the new and immediate 

Soviet presence in their midst should so intimidate them that their own morale collapsed. The 

danger here came not from the prospect that the Red Army would invade and occupy the rest 

of the continent, as Hitler had tried to do; rather, its demoralized and exhausted inhabitants 

might simply vote in communist parties who would then do Moscow’s bidding. The initial 
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 steps in the strategy of containment—stopgap military and economic aid to Greece and 

Turkey, the more carefully designed and ambitious Marshall Plan—took place within this 

context: the idea was to produce instant intangible reassurance as well as eventual tangible 

reinforcement. Two things had to happen in order for intimidation to occur, Kennan liked to 

argue: the intimidator had to make the effort, but, equally important, the target of those efforts 

had to agree to be intimidated. The initiatives of 1947 sought to generate sufficient self-

confidence to prevent such acquiescence in intimidation from taking place.  

 Some historians have asserted that these fears of collapse were exaggerated: that 

economic recovery on the continent was already underway, and that the  Europeans 

themselves were never as psychologically demoralized as the Americans made them out to be. 

Others have added that the real crisis at the time was within an American economy that could 

hardly expect to function hegemonically if Europeans lacked the dollars to purchase its 

products. Still others have suggested that the Marshall Plan was the means by which 

American officials sought to project overseas the mutually-beneficial relationship between 

business, labor, and government they had worked out at home: the point was not to make 

Wilsonian values a model for the rest of the world, but rather the politics of productivity that 

had grown out of American corporate capitalism. All of these arguments have merit: at a 

minimum they have forced historians to place the Marshall Plan in a wider economic, social, 

and historical context; more broadly they suggest that the American empire had its own 

distinctive internal roots, and was not solely and simply a response to the Soviet external 

challenge. 

 At the same time, though, it is difficult to see how a strategy of containment could 

have developed—with the Marshall Plan as its centerpiece—had there been nothing to contain. 

One need only recall the early 1920s, when similar conditions of European demoralization, 

Anglo-French exhaustion, and American economic predominance had existed; yet no 

American empire arose as after World War II. The critical difference, of course, was national 

security: Pearl Harbor created an atmosphere of vulnerability Americans had not known since 

the earliest days of the republic, and the Soviet Union by 1947 had become the most plausible 

source of threat. The American empire arose primarily, therefore, not from internal causes, as 

had the Soviet empire, but from a perceived external danger powerful enough to overcome 

American isolationism.  

 Washington’s wartime vision of a postwar international order had been premised on 

the concepts of political self-determination and economic integration. It was intended to work 

by assuming a set of common interests that would cause other countries to want to be 

affiliated with it rather than to resist it. The Marshall Plan, to a considerable extent, met those 

criteria: although it operated on a regional rather than a global scale, it did seek to promote 

democracy through an economic recovery that would proceed along international and not 

nationalist lines. Its purpose was to create an American sphere of influence, to be sure, but 

one that would allow those within it considerable freedom. The principles of democracy and 

open markets required nothing less, but there were two additional and more practical reasons 

for encouraging such autonomy. First, the United States itself lacked the capability to 

administer a large empire: the difficulties of running occupied Germany and Japan were 
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proving daunting enough. Second, the idea of autonomy was implicit in the task of restoring 

Europeans self-confidence; for who, if not Europeans themselves, was to say when the self-

confidence of Europeans had been restored? 

  Finally, it is worth noting that even though Kennan and the other early architects of 

containment made use of imperial analogies, they did not see themselves as creating an 

empire, but rather a restored balance of power. Painfully—perhaps excessively—aware of 

limited American resources, fearful that the domestic political consensus in favor of 

internationalism might not hold, they set out to reconstitute  independent centers of power in 

Europe and Asia. These would be integrated into the world capitalist system, and as a result 

they would certainly fall under the influence of its new hegemonic manager, the United States. 

But there was no intention here of creating satellites in anything like the sense that Stalin 

understood that term; rather, the idea was that “third forces” would resist Soviet expansionism 

while preserving as much as possible of the multilateralist agenda American officials had 

framed during World War II. What the United States really wanted, State Department official 

John D. Hickerson commented in 1948, was “not merely an extension of US influence but a 

real European organization strong enough to say ‘no’ both to the Soviet Union and to the 

United States, if our actions should seem so to require.”  

 The American empire, therefore, reflected little imperial consciousness or design. An 

anti-imperial tradition dating back to the American Revolution partially accounted for this: 

departures from that tradition, as in the Spanish–American War of 1898 and the Philippine 

insurrection that followed, had only reinforced its relevance—outside the Western hemisphere. 

So too did a constitutional structure that forced even imperially minded leaders like Wilson 

and the two Roosevelts to accommodate domestic attitudes that discouraged imperial behavior 

long after national capabilities had made it possible. And even as those internal constraints 

diminished dramatically in World War II—they never entirely dropped away—Americans 

still found it difficult to think of themselves as an imperial power. The idea of remaking the 

international system in such a way as to transcend empires altogether still lingered, but so too 

did doubts as to whether the United States was up to the task. In the end it was again external 

circumstances—the manner in which Stalin managed his own empire and the way in which 

this pushed Europeans into preferring its American alternative—that brought the self-

confidence necessary to administer imperial responsibilities into line with Washington’s 

awareness of their existence. 
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