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Abstract 

This essay discusses the historiography of the Cold War from the perspective of American policy and 
strategy, civil-military relations, and politico-military culture. It presents the history and historical 
literature of the Cold War in two parts, focusing first on the superpower confrontation in the early 
decades of the conflict before turning to the Vietnam War era and the global Cold War. It is intended 
as a guide to secondary sources as of mid-2009. There is no particular argument, other than to support 
the notion that scholarship has to consider the Cold War as a global event and should not regard either 
1945 or 1991 as zero hours. Also, this essay makes no claims at an overarching conclusion, but 
suggests that while Cold War military history remains fragmented, it represents a more comprehensive 
picture than many students of the era have thus far come to recognize. 
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1 

 
The Cold War can be defined in most general terms as a state of hostilities between the United 

States and the Soviet Union.1 Neither its beginning nor its end can be sharply defined, although 1945 
to 1991 serves as a useful approximation.2 Odd Arne Westad, a leading proponent of international 
history, suggests that we need to consider the Cold War as a global event and that it is 
counterproductive to treat it as an era distinct from what preceded it and what followed. It is crucial to 
read this essay on Cold War military historiography with a sense of that context. Indeed, viewing 
either the end of the Second World War or the collapse of the Soviet Union as ruptures may preclude 
historians from assessing broader trends of American military history. This essay presents the 
historiography of the Cold War in two parts: the first section considers military aspects of the 
superpower confrontation until the mid-1960s whereas the second section shifts emphasis on the 
Vietnam War and the relationship of the superpowers and the Third World in the later decades of the 
twentieth century. Moreover, it is far from clear what constitutes “military” history in the complex 
international environment of the recent past. This essay will be primarily concerned with scholarly 
debates and arguments about U.S. strategy, policy, and international security; civil-military relations; 
and the question of a peculiarly American culture of war. Primary emphasis is on the most thoroughly 
developed debates among Anglo-American historians: the question of the Cold War’s origins and the 
era of the Vietnam War. Other literature addresses a variety of subjects and often leaves the 
impression of a fragmented picture. Cold War military history remains a work in progress, but it is 
more comprehensive than many students of the era have yet recognized. This essay does not intend to 
advance a novel argument, but it is based on general agreement with the notion that events during the 
Cold War, particularly since the 1960s and specifically in the Third World, have shaped the world and 
the complex international security environment that we are confronted with today. 
 
Military History for the Cold War, 1945-1965: the Superpower Confrontation 
 

Much like American political leaders, diplomatic historians during the early decades of the 
Cold War blamed the Soviet Union and its leader Josef Stalin and contended that the United States 
merely reacted to hostility driven either by ideological desire to spread communism or by more 
traditional Russian expansionism.3 But at the end of the 1950s William Appleman Williams argued 
that US foreign policy was motivated by economic needs and by the desire to spread liberal 
capitalism.4 In the turbulent climate of the 1960s a revisionist school of thought emerged on the basis 
of Williams’s core argument and scholars including Joyce and Gabriel Kolko, Walter LaFeber, 
Thomas J. McCormick, Thomas G. Paterson, and Lloyd Gardner all suggested that the Cold War was 
the result of American policies.5 From the beginning of the 1970s, post-revisionist historians placed 

                                                        
1 This essay presents an updated and expanded version of two lectures that were originally written for the Masters of Military 

History Program, Norwich University (Vermont). Norwich and MMH retain the copyright for the original lectures, but 
the program director and the Dean of Graduate Studies have graciously given permission to revise and publish them as an 
EUI working paper. 

2 The best recent surveys are John Lewis Gaddis, The Cold War: A New History. New York: Penguin Books, 2005 and Odd 
Arne Westad, The Global Cold War: Third World Interventions and the Making of Our Time. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005. 

3 Arthur Schlesinger, jr., “Origins of the Cold War,” in: Foreign Affairs, Vol. 46 (October 1967), pp. 22-52 remains the most 
concise reflection of the traditionalist school of thought. But see also William H. McNeill, America, Britain & Russia: 
Their Co-operation and Conflict, 1941-1946. New York: Oxford University Press, 1953 and Herbert Feis, From Trust to 
Terror: The Onset of the Cold War, 1945-1950. New York: W. W. Norton, 1970.  

4 William Appleman Williams, The Tragedy of American Diplomacy. Cleveland, OH: World Publishing, 1959. 
5 See, for instance, Walter LaFeber, America, Russia, and the Cold War. New York: Wiley, 1967; Lloyd C. Gardner, 

Architects of Illusion: Men and Ideas in American Foreign Policy. Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1970; Thomas G. 
Paterson, ed., The Origins of the Cold War. Lexington, MA: Heath, 1970 and On Every Front: The Making of the Cold 
War. New York: Norton, 1979; Gabriel and Joyce Kolko, The Limits of Power: The World and United States Foreign 
Policy, 1945–1954. New York: Harper&Row, 1972; and Lloyd C, Gardner, Walter LaFeber, and Thomas J. McCormick, 
Creation of the American Empire: U.S. Diplomatic History. Chicago: Rand McNally, 1973. 
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greater emphasis on investigating the nature of “the long peace” and on assessing both domestic and 
international aspects of U.S. foreign policy than on apportioning blame for the outbreak of the Cold 
War.6 Since the end of the Cold War, however, the leading post-revisionists have revived and 
embraced traditionalist accusations made of Stalin.7 Recent scholarship has moved toward deeper 
analysis of the Eastern Bloc, based on newly available sources, and into the direction of international 
history.8 

 
There are few outright military histories of the Cold War. The best is Lawrence Freedman’s 

narrative of how expectations of war changed toward various forms of limited war and how 
technology and arms control contributed to the nature and course of a conflict in which the main 
protagonists never fought one another.9 Freedman has investigated questions of nuclear strategy, 
limited war, and deterrence for over three decades.10 Next to Freedman, the pertinent chapters in 
Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War, remain most useful, despite Brian Linn’s valid points 
of critique and his own recent study that could have superseded Weigley’s if not for its emphasis on 
land forces in an age that was at least equally defined by air and naval power.11 Michael D. Pearlman, 
a history professor at the US Army Command and General Staff College, considers America’s wars 
against other nation-states and argues that military strategy has been shaped by the executive, 
legislature, political parties, bureaucrats, the states, the military, and even enlisted men. The result has 
been an incoherent development because in a democracy linearity is impossible to attain. His 
discussion does not focus on the Cold War per se, but includes critical chapters on the Korean and 
Vietnam Wars.12 Moving beyond traditional military history and into the realms of diplomatic and 
international history as well as policy and institutional history, however, presents a more thoroughly 
developed body of literature. 

 
At the end of the Second World War the United States had at its disposal a highly experienced 

military establishment of more than 12 million officers and men. By June 1947 that number had been 

                                                        
6 John Lewis Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 1941-1947. New York: Columbia University Press, 

1972 and The Long Peace: Inquiries into the History of the Cold War. New York: Oxford University Press, 1987; Daniel 
Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold War and the National Security State. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1977; 
Vojtech Mastny, Russia’s Road to the Cold War: Diplomacy, Warfare, and the Politics of Communism, 1941-1945. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1978; and, albeit much later, Melvyn P. Leffler, The Specter of Communism: The 
United States and the Origins of the Cold War. New York: Hill & Wang, 1994. 

7 John Lewis Gaddis, We Now Know: Rethinking the History of the Cold War. New York: Oxford University Press, 1997 and 
Melvyn P. Leffler, For the Soul of Mankind: The United States, the Soviet Union, and the Cold War. New York: Hill & 
Wang, 2007. 

8 Caroline Kennedy-Pipe presents the scholarly debates in The Origins of the Cold War. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2007. See also the publications of the Cold War International History Project at 

http://www.wilsoncenter.org/index.cfm?topic_id=1409&fuseaction=topics.publications&group_id=11901 (accessed 15 June 
2009). 

9 Lawrence Freedman, The Cold War: A Military History. London: Cassell Military, 2001. David Miller, The Cold War: A 
Military History. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998 offers a journalistic account of the main events and Norman 
Friedman, The Fifty-Year War: Conflict and Strategy in the Cold War. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 2000 
focuses on strategy and suffers from a polemical approach. 

10 Lawrence Freedman, The Evolution of Nuclear Strategy. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, third edition, 2003; first 
published in 1981, “The First Two Generations of Nuclear Strategists,” in: Makers of Modern Strategy: From 
Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age, ed. Peter Paret. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986, pp. 735-777, and 
Deterrence. Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2004. 

11 Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War: A History of United States Military Strategy and Policy. New York: 
Macmillan, 1973, pp. 363-477 and Brian M. Linn, "The American Way of War Revisited," with a response by Russell F. 
Weigley, The Journal of Military History, Vol. 66, No. 2 (April 2002), pp. 501-533 and The Echo of Battle: The Army’s 
Way of War. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007. 

12 Michael D. Pearlman, Warmaking and American Democracy: The Struggle over Military Strategy, 1700 to the Present. 
Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1999. 
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reduced to less than 1.5 million. The rapid demobilization process was perfectly consistent with 
American tradition and with the predominant attitude that large military establishments were 
expensive, unnecessary in peacetime, and a serious threat to freedom. From 1947, however, the 
Truman administration developed policies that were characterized by economic and military assistance 
to allies and led to a change in the nature of the American state. In the mid-1970s, Daniel Yergin 
offered the first detailed scholarly account of the national security state, centering on America’s 
Wilsonian instincts, Soviet intentions, and the rise of national security as an ideology. Melvyn Leffler 
argues that President Truman and his advisers created the national security state because it permitted 
both a vehicle to maintain the global reach and governmental power the United States had built up 
during the Second World War. Michael Hogan refines Leffler’s thesis, arguing that the Truman 
administration maneuvered deftly between conservative adherents of an anti-statist tradition and 
radical voices that called for permanent mobilization of all resources for the Cold War.13 Hogan 
concludes that Truman and his successor, Dwight D. Eisenhower, codified the national security state, 
but also holds that its nature could have been even more extreme. The National Security Act of 1947, 
in which many crucial agencies were founded, including the Defense Department, the independent US 
Air Force, Central Intelligence Agency, Joint Chiefs of Staff, and National Security Council, emerges 
as the moment when US foreign policy became fundamentally militarized.14 Wilson Miscamble, on 
the other hand, concludes that the Truman administration exhausted all means of peaceful co-existence 
before turning to a reactive militarized strategy.15 

 
But war has always been central to American identity and diplomacy and military force have 

been closely intertwined with an American mission toward global hegemony and thus the national 
security state that came into focus during and after the Second World War may not have been as novel 
as historians have claimed.16 The question of the pervasiveness of the national security state remains 
central to historical debate.17 Michael Sherry argues that a warfare state emerged out of the Second 
World War, but he concludes in the hopeful spirit of the 1990s that it may no longer be needed.18 If 
that were the case, Paul Kennedy’s warning that debt accrued from military spending and power 
projection brought an end to most historical empires and would lead to the collapse of the Soviet 

                                                        
13 Yergin, Shattered Peace, Melvyn P. Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration, 

and the Cold War. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1992, and Michael J. Hogan, A Cross of Iron: Harry S. 
Truman and the Origins of the National Security State, 1945-1954. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. See 
also Richard F. Haynes, The Awesome Power: Harry S. Truman as Commander in Chief. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1973. 

14 Douglas T. Stuart. Creating the National Security State: A History of the Law that Transformed America. Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2008. For particular agencies and departments see, for instance, Lawrence J. Korb, The Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1976,  Richard K. Betts, Soldiers, Statesmen, and Cold War 
Crises. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1977, Douglas Kinnard, The Secretary of Defense. Lexington: 
University Press of Kentucky, 1980, John Prados, Keepers of the Keys: A History of the National Security Council from 
Truman to Bush. New York: William Morrow, 1991, Amy Zegart, Flawed by Design: The Evolution of the CIA, JCS, and 
NSC. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999, and David M. Barrett, The CIA and Congress: The Untold Story 
from Truman to Kennedy. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2005. 

15 Wilson D. Miscamble, From Roosevelt to Truman: Potsdam, Hiroshima, and the Cold War. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007. 

16 Fred Anderson and Andrew Cayton, The Dominion of War: Empire and Liberty in North America, 1500-2000. New York: 
Penguin Books, 2005 and Walter L. Hixson, The Myth of American Diplomacy: National Identity and U.S. Foreign 
Policy. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008. 

17 The debate on the national security state and the militarization of American society has been summarized by Richard H. 
Kohn, “The Danger of Militarization in an Endless War on Terrorism,” in The Journal of Military History, Vol. 73, No. 1 
(January 2009), pp. 177-208.  

18 Michael S. Sherry, In the Shadow of War: The United States since the 1930s. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1995. 
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Union but also to the passing of American hegemony, would sound less ominous.19 But the seeds 
sown in the 1940s may have grown into an uncontrollable apparatus and those who hold that 
traditional American distrust of a powerful central government remains too strong to be overcome 
currently find themselves in the minority.20 Two recent books have opened a new line of inquiry in 
considering the Cold War and the post-Cold War periods as an evolving historical continuum.21 Of 
particular note, James Kurth argues that the American way of war is best defined as a combination of 
superior numbers of men and material, superior transportation and communication, and high-tech 
weaponry. He concludes that World War II and the Cold War witnessed two marked additions to this 
tradition: the need to manipulate public support and the mobilization of allies.22 Adrian Lewis posits 
that culture has influenced military organization and philosophies of war and has shaped the American 
way of war. He argues that the shift from citizen-soldiers to professionals in the wake of the Vietnam 
War has weakened the ties of the nation to its military and has given presidents much greater power to 
go to war without direct public concern. Much of these developments hinged on how the Second War 
ended and the early stages of the Cold War evolved. 

 
The end of the Second World War conditioned the age that followed. In Europe, questions of 

influence and expansion of the Soviet Union were unresolved and historians continue to debate the 
centrality of Germany to the outbreak and course of the Cold War.23 In the Far East, the war ended 
with the American atomic bombardment of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, an event that has spurred great 
controversy among historians.24 Representative of the scholarly mainstream, Samuel Walker presents a 
balanced argument for the use of the bombs and J. Robert Moskin offers a highly readable narrative of 
the crucial decisions at the end of the war.25 Revisionists have claimed that use of the bombs was 
unnecessary to end the war with Japan and found the real motivation of the Truman administration in 
trying to impress the Soviet Union.26 Ronald Takaki and John Dower have emphasized race as a 

                                                        
19 Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000. New 

York: Random House, 1987. 
20 Aaron L. Friedberg, In the Shadow of the Garrison State: America’s Anti-Statism and Its Cold War Grand Strategy. 

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000. 
21 Andrew J. Bacevich, ed., The Long War: A New History of U.S. National Security Policy Since World War II. New York: 

Columbia University Press, 2007 and Adrian R. Lewis, The American Culture of War: The History of U.S. Military 
Forces from World War II to Operation Iraqi Freedom. London: Routledge, 2007. 

22 James Kurth, “Variations on the American Way of War,” in: Bacevich, The Long War, pp. 53-98. This argument is also 
taken up in Thomas G. Mahnken, Technology and the American Way of War. New York: Columbia University Press, 
2008. 

23 Geir Lundestad, The American Non-Policy toward Eastern Europe, 1943-1947. New York: Humanities Press, 1975 and 
John Lamberton Harper, American Visions of Europe: Franklin D. Roosevelt, George F. Kennan, and Dean G. Acheson. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994. For the central importance of the German question to American strategy 
see Carolyn Woods Eisenberg, Drawing the Line: The American Decision to Divide Germany, 1944-1949. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998 and Marc Trachtenberg, A Constructed Peace: The Making of the European 
Settlement, 1945-1963. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999. 

24 On the development of the atom bomb see Richard Rhodes, The Making of the Atomic Bomb. New York: Touchstone, 
1986. For the dangers of the subsequent arms race see, for instance, McGeorge Bundy, Danger and Survival: Choices 
about the Bomb in the First Fifty Years. New York: Random House, 1988 and John Lewis Gaddis, Philip Gordon, Ernest 
May, and Jonathan Rosenberg, eds., Cold War Statesmen Confront the Bomb: Nuclear Diplomacy since 1945. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1999. 

25 J. Samuel Walker, Prompt and Utter Destruction: Truman and the Use of Atomic Bombs Against Japan. Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 1997 and J. Robert Moskin, Mr. Truman’s War: The Final Victories of World War II 
and the Birth of the Postwar World. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002. For a detailed survey of the growing 
body of literature see also J. Samuel Walker, “Recent Literature on Truman’s Atomic Bomb Decision: A Search for 
Middle Ground,” in: Diplomatic History, Vol. 29, No. 2 (April 2005), pp. 311-334. 

26 The leading revisionist works are Gar Alperovitz, Atomic Diplomacy: Hiroshima and Potsdam. New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1965 and The Decision to Use the Atomic Bomb and the Architecture of an American Myth. New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1995. See also Martin Sherwin’s more cautiously revisionist A World Destroyed: Hiroshima and Its Legacies. 
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critical component in explaining why American soldiers and policy-makers seemed driven by visceral 
hatred of the Japanese.27 Much of the debate has centered on the question of the morality of targeting 
non-combatants, but where revisionists apply absolute moral standards other scholars have insisted on 
considering the exceptionally tense environment of the fourth year of America’s war effort.28 
Contemporary scholarship has moved toward investigations of leading officials in the Manhattan 
Project and the Truman administration and especially toward considering the Japanese as actors as 
well as victims and trying to situate August 1945 in its global context.29 

 
The nuclear age offered serious challenges to military and civilian leaders. Traditional notions 

of strategy and conventional doctrines of the armed forces no longer applied. It can be debated 
whether August 1945 represents a “revolution in military affairs” but it is clear that the challenges of 
the post-war world were of a different intensity than they had been before the war.30 The Truman 
administration responded gradually by installing a policy of containment that was bolstered by a 
strategy of deterrence and eventually militarized during the Berlin Air Lift of 1948-1949 and through 
the formation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949, and the intervention in the 
Korean War.31 Atomic weapons figured prominently as a means to counter the much greater reservoir 
of conventional forces of a Soviet Union that was viewed as increasingly hostile.32 Military plans 

(Contd.)                                                                      
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003; originally New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1975 and Joseph Gerson, 
Hiroshima Eyes: Atomic War, Nuclear Extortion and Moral Imagination. Philadelphia, PA: New Society Publishers, 
1995. 
27 John Dower, War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War. New York: Pantheon Books, 1986 and Ronald 

Takaki, Hiroshima: Why American Dropped the Atomic Bomb. New York: Little, Brown, and Company, 1995. 
28 See, for instance, Barton J. Bernstein, “The Atomic Bombings Reconsidered,” in: Foreign Affairs, Vol. 74, No. 1 

(January-February 1995), pp. 135-152. Michael D. Gordin concludes in Five Days in August: How World War II Became a 
Nuclear War. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press 2007 that military officers and political leaders viewed the atom 
bomb simply as a more destructive conventional weapon and that the Allies were surprised by Japan’s sudden surrender. 
Alexander B. Downes, Targeting Civilians in War. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008 provides historical context on 
the vanishing line between combatants and non-combatants in modern war. 

29 Tsuyoshi Hasegawa’s multi-archival Racing the Enemy: Stalin, Truman, and the Surrender of Japan. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2005 concludes that the Truman administration used the bombs in order to give the Japanese 
leadership an excuse to surrender before the Soviets could stake a significant claim in northeast Asia. See also Richard Frank, 
Downfall: The End of the Imperial Japanese Empire. New York: Penguin Books, 2001 on Japan and James G. Hershberg, 
James B. Conant: Harvard to Hiroshima and the Making of the Nuclear Age. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1993, Robert S. 
Norris, Racing for the Bomb: General Leslie S. Groves, The Manhattan Project’s Indispensable Man. South Royalton, VT: 
Steerforth Press, 2002, and Sean Malloy, Atomic Tragedy: Henry L. Stimson and the Decision to Use the Bombs Against 
Japan. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2008 on American decision-makers. 

30 Williamson Murray and McGregor Knox, eds., The Dynamics of Military Revolutions, 1300-2050. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005 suggest that even a dramatic change in weapons technology alone does not qualify as 
revolutionary. 

31 The best synopsis of these issues, and of US strategy throughout the Cold War, remains John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies 
of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of American National Security Policy during the Cold War. New York: Oxford 
University Press, revised edition, 2005; originally 1982, a survey with particular emphasis on American policies. For nuclear 
strategy and American strategists see Bernard Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
1959, Freedman, Evolution of Nuclear Strategy and “Nuclear Strategists,” and Marc Trachtenberg, History and Strategy. 
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991. The best study of Truman’s national security policy and US strategy is 
Leffler, Preponderance of Power. For the militarization of US Cold War policy see also Lawrence S. Kaplan, The United 
States and NATO: The Formative Years. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1984, Michael J. Hogan, The Marshall 
Plan: America, Britain, and the Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1947-1952. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1987, Chester Pach, Arming the Free World: The Origins of the United States Military Assistance Program, 1945-1950. 
Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1991, and Thomas Parrish, Berlin in the Balance: The Blockade, the Airlift, 
the First Major Battle of the Cold War. Reading: Perseus Books, 1998. 
32 For estimates of Soviet military strength in the late 1940s and early 1950s see Matthew A. Evangelista, “Stalin’s Postwar 

Army Reappraised,” in: International Security, vol. 7, no.3 (Winter 1982-83), pp. 110-138, John Prados, The Soviet 
Estimate: U.S. Intelligence Analysis and Soviet Strategic Forces. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986, 
Raymond L. Garthoff, Assessing the Adversary: Estimates by the Eisenhower Administration of Soviet Intentions and 
Capabilities. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 1991, John S. Duffield, “The Soviet Military Threat to 
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consequently called for withdrawal from continental Europe, strategic bombardment of the Soviet 
Union, and liberation of Europe in much the same way as in the final years of the Second World 
War.33 While the United States maintained its monopoly on atomic weapons until the summer of 1949, 
their deterrent value was more myth than reality. Problems ranging from weapons design and 
production, plutonium and uranium production, intelligence deficiencies, and a Strategic Air 
Command in a state of disarray and with questionable capabilities made it highly unlikely that the 
small stockpile of atom bombs would have stopped any Soviet invasion of Western Europe or the 
Middle East.34 Entering into the NATO alliance rendered such plans politically impracticable as 
well.35 

 
NATO was founded as a political coalition more than a practical military alliance.36 It was 

intended to complement economic recovery initiated by the Marshall Plan. It had a military committee 
structure, but no clear commitments of national forces and no military commands.37 It was a symbolic 
response to the assumption that the Soviet Union and its allies could mobilize hundreds of army 
divisions, leaving Western Europe vulnerable and perhaps indefensible unless it was explicitly 
protected by American nuclear weapons.38 The outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 altered 
NATO structures, as the member states moved rapidly toward a joint military command under 
Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, General Dwight D. Eisenhower.39 By 1952, the United States 
and its partners had agreed on far-reaching rearmament objectives, both in terms of conventional and 

(Contd.)                                                                      
Western Europe: U.S. Estimates in the 1950s and 1960s,” in: The Journal of Strategic Studies, vol. 15, no. 2 (June 1992), 
pp. 208-227, and Philipp A . Karber and Jerald A. Combs, “The United States, NATO, and the Soviet Threat to Western 
Europe: Military Estimates and Policy Options, 1945-1963,” in: Diplomatic History, vol. 22, no. 3 (Summer 1998), pp. 
299-329. 

33 For a review of war plans see Steven T. Ross, American War Plans, 1945-1950: Strategies for Defeating the Soviet Union. 
London: Frank Cass, 1996. For the defense of the Middle East see Michael J. Cohen, Fighting World War Three from the 
Middle East: Allied Contingency Plans, 1945-1954. London: Frank Cass, 1997 and Strategy and Politics in the Middle 
East, 1954-1960: Defending the Northern Tier. London: Frank Cass, 2005. More generally for war plans of both sides 
see Vojtech Mastny, Sven G. Holtsmark, and Andreas Wenger, eds., War Plans and Alliances in the Cold War: Threat 
Perceptions in the East and West. London: Routledge, 2006. 

34 For the weaknesses in the American atomic deterrent and in Strategic Air Command see Harry Borowski, A Hollow 
Threat: Strategic Air Power and Containment Before Korea. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1982, Richard Rhodes, 
Dark Sun: The Making of the Hydrogen Bomb. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996, and the articles by David Alan 
Rosenberg, “American Atomic Strategy and the Hydrogen Bomb Decision,” in: Journal of American History, Vol. 66 
(June 1979), pp. 62-87 and “U.S. Nuclear Stockpile, 1945 to 1950,” in: Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Vol. 38 (May 
1982), pp. 25-30.  

35 John S. Duffield, Power Rules: The Evolution of NATO’s Conventional Force Posture. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
Press, 1995 discusses NATO strategy and force structure. Sean M. Maloney, War Without Battles: Canada’s NATO 
Brigade in Germany, 1951-1993. Toronto: McGraw-Hill Ryerson, 1997 specifically addresses plans for the defense of 
Germany informed by the author’s access to NATO military records that remain closed to the public. 

36 The best discussions of NATO’s foundation and formative years from political and military perspectives are James A. 
Huston, One for All: NATO Strategy and Logistics through the Formative Period, 1949-1969. Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 1984, Lawrence S. Kaplan, The United States and NATO: The Formative Years. Lexington: University 
Press of Kentucky, 1984. For broader context of US-European relations see, for instance, Geir Lundestad, The United 
States and Western Europe since 1945: From “Empire” by Invitation to Transatlantic Drift. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003. 

37 Douglas Bland, The Military Committee of the North Atlantic Alliance: A Study of Structure and Strategy. New York: 
Praeger, 1991. 

38 For the American military presence in Western Europe and resulting nuclear and conventional deterrence see David C. 
Elliot, “Project Vista and Nuclear Weapons in Europe,” in: International Security, Vol. 11, No. 1 (Summer 1986), pp. 
163-183, Daniel J. Nelson, A History of U.S. Military Forces in Germany. Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1987, Simon 
Duke, United States Military Forces and Installations in Europe. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989, and Simon 
Duke and Wolfgang Krieger, eds., U.S. Military Forces in Europe: The Early Years, 1945-1970. Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 1993. 

39 For the development of Supreme Allied Command, Europe see Robert S. Jordan, ed., Generals in International Politics: 
NATO’s Supreme Commander Europe. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1987. 
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nuclear forces. In the formative years of the alliance, nuclear deterrence was critical as conventional 
forces were being built up, but from 1950, plans for the defense of Western Europe began to consider 
conventional military defense and deterrence. The tension between emphasis on nuclear deterrence 
and conventional arms would remain throughout the Cold War, even as NATO adopted originally 
American strategies of nuclear deterrence in the mid-1950s and a more flexible approach in the mid-
1960s.40 Conventional defense was to be bolstered by the accession of West Germany into NATO in 
1955, but in the event, despite immediate American military aid and advice, the buildup of the West 
German armed forces lasted into the 1960s.41 Nevertheless, as the 1950s progressed, NATO presented 
the image of determined defense and thus became a more effective deterrent. 

 
Beyond questions of international politics and alliance, nuclear weapons posed a terrific 

challenge to the armed services, but they also opened paths into the future. The US Air Force 
benefited most immediately, first through its creation as an independent service in 1947 and then 
through vastly increasing budgets throughout the first decades of the Cold War.42 There is no 
comprehensive history of the US Air Force for the Cold War and the early decades are in particular 
need of further study.43 Strategic air power was predominant in theory and practice and it offered the 
air force leverage in political and budgetary questions.44 David Rosenberg has concluded that air force 
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to the Federal Republic of Germany, 1950-1960. New York: Garland, 1991, James S. Corum, “Building A New 
Luftwaffe: The United States Air Force and Bundeswehr Planning for Rearmament, 1950-1960,” in: Journal of Strategic 
Studies, Vol. 27, No. 1 (March 2004), pp. 89-113, and Ingo W. Trauschweizer, “Learning with an Ally: The U.S. Army 
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Air Force Close Air Support of the Army, 1946-1973. Washington, DC: Air Force History and Museum Program, 2003. 
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operational plans at times were elevated to national strategy.45 Both army and navy have received 
more scholarly attention. Policy-makers and the general public questioned the utility of ground forces 
in the atomic age and the army was dramatically reduced in size, from a wartime high of eight million 
officers and men in eighty-nine divisions to a mere ten combat divisions and 591,000 officers and men 
on the eve of the Korean War.46 Brian Linn discusses the army’s difficult period of adjustment while 
Adrian Lewis offers a comprehensive discussion of the changing nature of the Cold War army from 
conscript force to professional military as it fought in Korea, Vietnam, and the Persian Gulf while 
preparing for war in Europe.47 Considering strategy, doctrine, and technology, another argument has it 
that the army evolved gradually into a force capable of nuclear and conventional combat in response to 
budgetary constraints, evolving strategy, threat perceptions, and political needs of the U.S. and its 
allies.48 The navy also found itself fighting for its share of the defense budget and its role in national 
strategy, but with its three arms (surface fleet, naval air power, and submarines) it presented a more 
modern image for the nuclear age.49 The first military crisis, however, arose in an unexpected area, the 
Far East, and posed a more conventional challenge. 

 
1949-50 was a critical turning point. The Truman administration introduced more 

confrontational policies in response to the Soviet atom bomb and the Chinese Revolution, i.e., the 
defeat of the ruling Nationalist regime of Jiang Jieshi by Mao Zedong’s Communists.50 In the United 
States, a climate of fear and accusations led suspected communist sympathizers to leave government 
offices, particularly in the State Department.51 The mere fact that Congressmen, journalists, and 
publishers who supported Jiang forced the resignation of Secretary of State George Marshall shows 
both the paranoia and partisan vitriol at this critical juncture of the Cold War.52 The State Department 
and the U.S. intelligence community lost their expertise in East Asian affairs just as that region 
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became more important to American Cold War strategy.53 In January 1950 the State Department’s 
Policy Planning Staff recommended greater emphasis on conventional as well as atomic armament in 
its strategy paper NSC-68, which recommended defense budgets of up to $50 billion per year until 
1954.54 

Harry Truman was a fiscal conservative. It is unlikely that he would have adopted NSC-68 if 
North Korean forces had not invaded South Korea in June 1950.55 The subsequent war, emerging from 
a civil war in Korea, drew in the United States and several allied nations under the nominal command 
of the United Nations, but also Communist China and Soviet advisers and pilots. William Stueck, a 
leading diplomatic historian of the conflict, argues that the Korean War served as substitute for a third 
world war.56 It signified the globalization of containment and the militarization of the Cold War and 
persuaded American policy-makers to accelerate rearmament and expand their network of alliances 
into the Middle East and Southeast Asia. Of course, the most immediate problem was halting the 
North Korean offensive. The United States had four infantry divisions on occupation duty in Japan, 
but they were neither equipped nor trained for combat in a large-scale war and their emergency 
detachments were overrun along with the South Korean army.57 

 
Following the initial sweep of North Korean armored formations into the southernmost parts 

of the Korean Peninsula, UN forces, including the army of the Republic of Korea, recovered in the late 
summer and early fall of 1950.58 After the successful amphibious landing at Inchon, commanded by 
General Douglas MacArthur, the Truman administration decided to attack across the 38th Parallel, the 
pre-war border between the artificially divided Korean states that had emerged from the Second World 
War, pursuing the goal of decisive victory and reunification of Korea. MacArthur expressed great 
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confidence that China would not join the conflict. When it did, in late October and November, UN 
forces were caught flat-footed and soon pushed back far south of the 38th Parallel. MacArthur himself 
advocated the use of atomic weapons against targets in China, a notion that President Truman seemed 
to entertain briefly before rejecting it in part due to pressure from his European allies. His strained 
relationship with Truman and general dissatisfaction with being forced to pursue a limited war, led to 
MacArthur’s dismissal.59 His successor, General Matthew B. Ridgway, managed to halt the Chinese 
offensive, UN forces went on the attack again, and eventually stalemate settled in roughly along the 
38th Parallel.60 

 
The Korean War had serious consequences for American Cold War policies. The North 

Korean invasion of June 1950 was widely seen as a move directed by Moscow and Western European 
governments feared that a more general offensive could be aimed at their nations. As already outlined, 
NATO developed military structures and General Dwight D. Eisenhower was appointed as Supreme 
Allied Commander, Europe. The fear generated by the Korean War also facilitated the rearmament of 
West Germany, even though the practical steps of German integration into the western alliance were 
debated until 1954 and the original plan for a European Defense Community failed due to a negative 
vote in France.61 In the course of the 1950s, U.S. and Western European forces developed a credible 
conventional as well as nuclear deterrent and NATO’s defenses were shifted from the Rhine River, 
where they had been fixed in 1950, to the intra-German border.62 The Korean War also showed that 
limited war in the nuclear age remained possible. This recognition led to the emergence of a body of 
theory on limited war that came to influence American policy towards Vietnam.63 Posture for limited 
war, i.e., any war short of an intercontinental nuclear war, included the introduction of tactical nuclear 
weapons for use on the battlefield.64 

 
In November 1952, with the front-lines still hardened in Korea despite ongoing armistice 

negotiations, Dwight Eisenhower was elected president. During the campaign he had promised to go 
to Korea and had spoken of a more aggressive form of containment and of the liberation of Eastern 
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Europe.65 Stalin’s death in March 1953 and perhaps also Eisenhower’s threat to end the Korean War 
with atomic weapons led to a breakthrough in armistice negotiations and fighting stopped in June. In 
the meantime, President Eisenhower had come to the conclusion that the Cold War might continue for 
several decades and he feared that excessive emphasis on military mobilization would undermine the 
robust economy of the United States and its fundamental political freedoms. Following a thorough 
review of defense policy, his administration proposed nuclear deterrence as a cost-effective alternative 
to conventional military forces.66 John Foster Dulles, Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, provided the 
catchphrase “Massive Retaliation,” i.e., the threat of striking with nuclear weapons at targets inside the 
Soviet Union in response to any aggressive act of the Soviets or their allies.67 With the shift in 
emphasis on nuclear weapons and tougher talk in Washington, however, came few direct changes in 
the foreign policy of the nation and the Eisenhower administration quickly found itself reacting to 
crises just like its predecessor had done.68  

 
The first such crisis came in Berlin in June 1953, when East German workers confronted the 

regime of Walter Ulbricht. The uprising quickly collapsed when Soviet military forces appeared.69 
Three years later the Soviets negotiated a settlement with recalcitrant Polish national communists and 
emboldened reformers in Hungary. When Imre Nagy came to power and announced that Hungary 
would leave the Warsaw Pact, the defense organization of the Eastern Bloc that had been founded in 
1955 in response to West German accession to NATO, Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest and 
obliterated the poorly armed rebels.70 Radio Free Europe and other American outlets had fueled the 
flames of the uprising, but the US lacked practical means to intervene.71 Moreover, the West was 
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mired in its own crisis in the fall of 1956 when British and French forces, operating in alliance with 
Israel, appeared on the Sinai Peninsula in order to force Egypt to reopen the Suez Canal. But the allies 
had failed to inform Washington and Eisenhower responded with surprising toughness, forcing them 
to withdraw from Egypt and thus causing a significant political crisis within NATO.72 In the wake of 
the Suez Crisis, the United States became more active in the Middle East and soon found itself 
opposing attempts by Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel Nasser to create a pan-Arab movement that was 
aligned neither with the U.S. nor the Soviet Union.73 In the zero-sum game of the Cold War, neutrality 
was regarded as tacit support for the other camp. 

 
In recent years, historians have discovered the significance of propaganda and psychological 

warfare for the Truman and Eisenhower administrations.74 New agencies, first and foremost the CIA, 
became involved in influencing elections in allied or friendly countries, most famously in Italy in 
1948. In 1953 the elected nationalist government of Iran was ousted in a coup d’état that elevated the 
political power of the Shah. The coup was at least partly driven by American interests and clandestine 
operatives.75 This was followed by the CIA-engineered overthrow of Jacobo Arbenz Guzman, the left-
leaning president of Guatemala, who had committed the cardinal sin of nationalizing economic 
entities.76 Both events could be interpreted as successes of American Cold War policy, but they led to 
a brutal military dictatorship in Guatemala and latent anti-Americanism among Persian elites and the 
eventual Islamic Revolution of 1979.  

 
While he was negotiating the obstacle course of international conflicts, Eisenhower attempted 

to improve relations with the new Soviet leadership. Initially, proposals for arms limitation and greater 
transparency were taken up at the summit meeting in Geneva in 1955 where the arrival of Nikita 
Khrushchev seemed to suggest a more peaceful co-existence.77 Instead, the realities of the Cold War 
soon took over and crisis management trumped a spirit of cooperation in spite of Khrushchev’s visit to 
the United States. The arms race was accelerating and the Soviet Union beat the U.S. into outer space 
by launching Sputnik, the first man-made satellite, in October 1957. This caused great consternation in 
Washington because it suggested that the Soviets would soon possess the capability to launch 
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intercontinental ballistic missiles against targets in the United States.78 Consequently, the Eisenhower 
administration and Congress accelerated scientific and military programs.79 Mutual assured 
destruction, the strategic paradigm of the 1960s expressed beautifully in Stanley Kubrick’s film Dr. 
Strangelove, appeared an immediate probability.80 Eisenhower himself was uneasy about 
institutionalized collaboration of government, armed services, the academy, and manufacturers in the 
defense sector. In his Farewell Address he warned of the great danger that an emerging military-
industrial complex posed to the democratic principles of the American republic.81 In a sense, he was 
back to where he started and while he had succeeded in balancing the budget in three out of his eight 
years in office – three more than any of his successors during the Cold War – he had done so at great 
cost.  
 
 The transition from Eisenhower to John F. Kennedy was marked by a sense of crisis. First, the 
personal relationship of Eisenhower and Khrushchev suffered greatly when Soviet air defenses shot 
down an American U-2 spy plane in May 1960.82 Second, the Cuban Revolution of 1956, led by the 
young lawyer Fidel Castro, placed a potentially pro-communist regime at the southern flank of the 
United States. American policies of the late 1950s did much to persuade Castro to seek support from 
the Soviets, but so did his brother Raul who had previously adopted communism.83 By 1961, the US 
and Cuba had cut diplomatic ties and the CIA was preparing to overthrow Castro. The Sputnik shock 
had convinced many military officers, congressional leaders, and even John Foster Dulles, that 
dogmatic adherence to Massive Retaliation was no longer feasible. Practicing brinkmanship, another 
of Dulles’s memorable terms, as in the Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1954-55 was no viable. The second 
crisis in the Taiwan Strait, in 1958, was resolved with less imminent danger of nuclear war.84 But, as 
in Korea, the resolution included a militarized armistice between the United States and a local client – 
in this case Jiang Jieshi’s remnant Nationalist China – and the Chinese. More ominously, the 1960 
election brought charges that the Soviet Union had overtaken the United States in nuclear weapons 
technology and in the numbers of missiles, an assertion Eisenhower knew to be false but one that he 
could not refute without revealing top secret intelligence.85 
 

John F. Kennedy vowed at his inauguration to “pay any price and bear any burden” to assure 
American victory in the Cold War. His election represented a generational shift and with Kennedy 
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entered a group of young academics and business leaders who intended to move U.S. policy onto a 
more pragmatic footing.86 Kennedy and his Secretary of Defense, the brash and self-assured Robert S. 
McNamara, announced that the U.S. would now pursue a strategy of “Flexible Response,” retaining 
the option of nuclear retaliation, but placing more emphasis on proportional response to enemy 
actions.87 In doing so they opened dangerous paths: as the Cold War began to engulf the Third World, 
Flexible Response raised the likelihood of military intervention in so-called “low intensity” conflicts. 
The first crisis, however, occurred closer to home and CIA, Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the White House 
were all equally embarrassed by the failure of American-equipped Cuban exiles to ignite a revolution 
against the Castro regime after they landed at the Bay of Pigs.88 This episode convinced President 
Kennedy not to trust his military advisers, led to a personal feud between the Kennedy brothers and 
Castro that still reverberates in American politics, and pushed Kennedy into greater activism in other 
crises that developed in 1961 and 1962.89  

 
The United States had been involved in Southeast Asia since the French Indochina War, an 

issue that will be discussed below. In 1961, the Kennedy administration was faced with a civil war in 
Laos in which the anti-Communist side expected American intervention. After learning that the 
military required large forces and possibly even the use of nuclear weapons, Kennedy and the equally 
weary Soviet leadership negotiated a temporary settlement that diffused the international aspects of the 
conflict. Laos itself would soon be drawn into the Vietnam War. In Berlin and Cuba, the world came 
close to nuclear war.90 The Berlin Crisis had begun in late 1958 and remained unresolved until 
Kennedy’s election.91 In 1961, it escalated, as East Germany was losing a steady stream of its most 
highly educated citizens to the West. In August 1961 the East German regime, ultimately backed by an 
initially cautious Kremlin, took the drastic step of building border fortifications to keep its own people 
contained.92 The Kennedy administration protested, but Americans were quietly relieved that the 
immediate crisis had passed and they understood that the Berlin Wall could become a powerful 
symbol for the oppressive nature of communist regimes. A war scare followed later that fall due to an 
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incident at a checkpoint between the American and Soviet sectors that led to a stand-off of American 
and Russian tanks.93 The Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962 represents the climax of the early Cold 
War. Following the Bay of Pigs invasion, Castro had turned to Moscow for military assistance and for 
strategic, political, and ideological reasons, Khrushchev decided to install a missile command in Cuba. 
Crisis erupted after American planes photographed a missile site. The Kennedy administration, based 
on the deliberations of an executive committee within the National Security Council, determined – 
falsely – that there were no nuclear warheads in Cuba and settled for a naval blockade and an embargo 
of the island. The crisis ended with a secret agreement negotiated by Robert F. Kennedy, the 
President’s brother and Attorney General. The Soviets withdrew their missiles in return for an 
American public promise not to invade Cuba and a secret one that the U.S. would withdraw its own 
missiles from Turkey.94  

 
The intense fear of nuclear war in 1961 and 1962 contributed to greater desire for arms control 

and led to the Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty of 1963.95 But the assassination of President Kennedy in 
November and the downfall of Nikita Khrushchev and an emerging split between China and the Soviet 
Union added greater complexity to the Cold War.96 The new president, Lyndon B. Johnson was faced 
with opposition from the allies, most notably France but also West Germany, uncertain leadership in 
the Soviet Union, a revolutionary China under Mao who now saw himself as the premier leader of the 
communist bloc, crises in Africa, the Middle East, and the Caribbean, and an escalating civil war in 
Vietnam.97 He chose to continue the foreign policies of his predecessor and retained the strategy of 
Flexible Response. Within eighteen months, U.S. forces would find themselves embroiled in a land 
war in Vietnam.  
 
Military History for the Cold War, 1965-1991: the Making of the Contemporary World 
 

The previous section focused primarily on the superpower conflict and the early stages of the 
Cold War. But the Cold War was also a global competition for access to resources, markets, skilled 
labor, and military bases, as well as a conflict between opposed visions of modernity, and it featured 
rising regional powers and involved former colonies and developing countries of the Third World. The 
global dimensions of the Cold War took on greater prominence in the 1960s when both Soviet and 
American leaders regarded the Third World as political, ideological, and sometimes also military 
battleground. From the mid-1960s, crises and hot wars played out primarily in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America and these events have been equally as important to the superpower confrontation over Europe 
in shaping world politics and international security in our time.98 The latter decades of the Cold War 
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naturally will become more central to the historiography with the passage of time. As yet, the literature 
is more fragmented than that addressing the first decades of the superpower confrontation, but a 
picture emerges that is characterized by insurgencies, guerrilla warfare, civil wars, and a spectrum of 
threats that still included conventional and nuclear war. All but nuclear war could be observed in 
Vietnam. 

 
Historians have exhibited great fascination with the Vietnam War, a watershed event in 

American culture.99 Broad surveys of the Vietnam War have fallen into two categories: revisionist 
histories that stress Vietnam as the wrong war, at the wrong time, against the wrong enemy and 
consensus-oriented texts that attempt to bridge the deep divide between anti-war sentiments and a 
desire to honor the fallen and celebrate the heroism of individual soldiers without conceding that the 
war itself may have been necessary.100 Recently, a third category has emerged with the appearance of 
scholarly studies concluding that the war was necessary and could have been won if the U.S. had 
applied its military and political resources differently.101 Most general histories of the Vietnam War 
focus on the American effort and pay little attention to Vietnam and the Vietnamese.102  

 
Studies of the origins of American involvement in Southeast Asia suggest a progression 

similar to the early Cold War in Europe.103 U.S. policy evolved from financial, economic, and military 
support for allies to militarization and subsequent intervention. In 1945 France reclaimed Indo-China 
(modern-day Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia) from Japan.104 But in Vietnam a coalition of nationalist 
and communist forces had emerged, led by the charismatic Ho Chi Minh.105 In August 1945, Ho, 
hoping for American support, proclaimed independence.106 Instead of receiving American recognition, 
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Ho’s Vietminh soon found themselves at war with the French.107 American involvement in the First 
Indochina War (1946-1954) evolved from tacit approval of French actions to financial support and the 
provision of arms and U.S. military advisers.108 The Korean War and the perception of a coordinated 
communist offensive elevated a colonial war in Southeast Asia to a battle for containment.  

 
The war progressed through the stages of guerrilla warfare outlined by Mao Zedong in the late 

1930s: mobilization and establishment of local power bases, protracted struggle to erode the enemy’s 
morale and resources, and set-piece battles and a general offensive to win the war.109 It culminated 
with the defeat of French forces after a siege of the outpost Dien Bien Phu.110 During that siege France 
requested U.S. air support, perhaps extending to the use of atomic weapons. Until then, President 
Eisenhower had followed Harry Truman’s policy of extending financial aid and deploying military 
advisers. Eisenhower denied the request, but there is some evidence that the chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff had previously assured French officials of a different outcome and newly released 
archival sources suggest that Eisenhower himself had instructed Admiral Arthur Radford and secretary 
of state John Foster Dulles to base policy initiatives on the assumption of American intervention. In 
this reading, skeptical Congressmen, European allies, and the outspoken opposition of army leaders 
forced Eisenhower to reconsider.111 The crisis of 1954 complicated relations between France and the 
United States.112 

 
Great-power negotiations at Geneva created two Vietnamese states. The settlement called for 

general elections to reunite the country in 1956, but by then the governments of Ho Chi Minh and Ngo 
Dinh Diem were entrenched in Hanoi and Saigon. Diem, a devout Catholic, found support in 
Washington and his regime came to be regarded as the keystone that kept Southeast Asia from falling 
to communism.113 Despite his alliance with the Eisenhower administration, there were relatively few 
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American military advisers in Vietnam in the 1950s and Eisenhower had no intention of accelerating 
U.S. support even as Diem faced organized opposition and a military insurgency by 1960.114 The 
Kennedy administration increased aid for South Vietnam and raised the number of American military 
advisers. The assassinations of Diem and Kennedy in November 1963 represent a turning point. 115 
Historians continue to debate whether Kennedy had planned to withdraw American forces.116 Diem 
was replaced by a military junta, but leadership of South Vietnam remained highly unstable until 
Nguyen Van Thieu came to power in 1967.  

 
American policy-makers and military officers were faced with the questions of what kind of 

war to expect and what kind of a South Vietnamese military to construct. They emphasized 
conventional over counterinsurgency warfare. Veterans and historians alike have been critical of the 
U.S. Army in particular for its unwillingness to develop a coherent doctrine and organization for 
counterinsurgency warfare despite political demands from 1961 onward.117 The question why the same 
politicians who tried to steer the army toward “small wars” continued to fund the build-up of the 
conventional Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) has received little scrutiny. 118 The charge 
that the U.S. Army was wedded to a culture of big-unit wars instead of small wars neglects putting 
Vietnam in its global context and downplays the need to be prepared for war in Europe.119  

 
The question how a “sub-limited” war should be fought was far from easy to answer.120 The 

French had failed to defeat a poorly armed enemy and had never regained control of the countryside, 
even after they created a loyalist Vietnamese army. Despite its history of Indian wars and the 
Philippine-American War, American experience with insurgencies was limited.121 The recent example 
of British success in Malaya pointed at the need to isolate guerrillas from the population. But the 
argument that the U.S. Army failed in Vietnam because unlike the British army it was unwilling to 
learn and adjust seems too static.122 It also does not account for the success of Philippine forces and 
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American advisers against communist insurgents in the decade after the Second World War.123 
Vietnam presented a difficult challenge: the Buddhist population majority was indifferent to the 
regime in Saigon and sympathetic to nationalist aspects of the communist cause; North Vietnam 
offered supplies and took over the brunt of the fighting after 1965; and neighboring Laos and 
Cambodia provided a refuge. Programs to isolate insurgents by placing the rural population in guarded 
villages, so-called strategic hamlets, failed in a country where ancestry worship deepened ties to the 
land.124  

 
Several parallel and overlapping wars were fought in Vietnam. The insurgency of the National 

Liberation Front (Vietcong)125 gradually evolved into a civil war that involved North Vietnam, Laos, 
and Cambodia.126 Americans had some success in counterinsurgency operations, but political and 
military leaders emphasized the conventional land and air war.127 A growing body of works on 
counterinsurgency, guerrilla warfare, and special operations underscores the significance of irregular 
warfare since the Second World War.128 It seems of particular value to consider the linkages of 
irregular operations and strategies of attrition.129 In Vietnam, clandestine operations such as the 
Phoenix Program that targeted Vietcong cadre became part of the American war effort.130 In 1966 
pacification programs were consolidated in Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support 
(CORDS), which emphasized the relationship of establishing security and destroying the insurgents’ 
infrastructure to rural development initiatives.131 CORDS showed promising results, but it ultimately 
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failed along with the American war effort because clandestine, psychological and economic programs 
were poorly coordinated with military operations and further illustrated the dependence of the 
government in Saigon on the United States.132 

 
North Vietnam and the Vietcong had a clear sense of purpose and from it derived a strategy of 

attrition. The U.S. failed to develop a winning strategy. Truman, Eisenhower, and Kennedy 
emphasized military and economic assistance, culminating in the concept of nation-building.133 
Lyndon B. Johnson chose escalation but also set clear limitations in part so as not to upset his far-
reaching domestic reform agenda.134 Richard Nixon pursued an ambiguous course of escalation, 
withdrawal, and negotiations. But strategy requires defining the relationship of means to ends in order 
to achieve a political objective. In Vietnam, and in Washington, the United States failed to establish 
that relationship or even to define the objective. 

 
In 1965, the Johnson administration escalated the war.135 The year before, Johnson had used 

vague reports about an attack on navy destroyers operating off the coast of North Vietnam to secure a 
blank check from Congress.136 This gave him authority to order the armed forces into action at any 
time. In immediate response to the alleged attacks, Johnson ordered the air force to attack targets in 
North Vietnam. After Vietcong fighters attacked American bases in February 1965, the U.S. initiated a 
permanent bombing campaign against North Vietnam. Operation Rolling Thunder would last until 
November 1968, but it soon became apparent that conventional air power could not force Hanoi into 
submission.137 Marine combat units entered South Vietnam in March 1965 and in June the first regular 
army units followed. Throughout the decision-making process, military leaders had recommended a 
tough course of action against North Vietnam but expressed ambivalence about entering into a land 
war.138 Johnson and secretary of defense Robert S. McNamara distrusted military advice and chose a 
course between all-out war and a fundamental review of American assistance to South Vietnam.139 
The Joint Chiefs of Staff understood the risk: their war games had forecast the course of the war with 
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shocking accuracy. Their failure to oppose the president prior to escalation implicated the military in 
the escalation of the war in Vietnam.140 

 
The commander on the ground, army general William Westmoreland settled on the 

operational approach of “search and destroy.”141 The basic tenet of American strategy was to kill more 
enemy fighters than the Vietcong could recruit and the People’s Army of (North) Vietnam (PAVN) 
could infiltrate south of the Demilitarized Zone. Ultimately, Westmoreland’s operational plans and 
McNamara’s data-driven notion of the body count called for nearly 600,000 American soldiers in 
Vietnam and even they proved insufficient. The need to build and maintain infrastructure left few 
actual combat forces and the one-year rotation policy – in the case of the army – assured loss of 
expertise and lack of continuity. 

 
American soldiers won the few major battles the enemy offered, but their collective 

experience in Vietnam was shaped more by insecurity and vulnerability to guerrilla attacks than by 
set-piece engagements.142 In the case of big-unit actions, helicopters provided vehicles to transport air 
cavalry into battle.143 They added close air support and a much-needed means to extricate casualties. 
But army units operated under the assumption that once the enemy was fixed he was to be annihilated 
by air strikes or long-range artillery. This approach led to high civilian casualties and it persuaded the 
Vietcong and PAVN units to seek close combat with the Americans.144 Classic guerrilla tactics 
frustrated American troops and their ability to blend in with the local population provided an 
advantage for the enemy. The uncertainty over who the enemy was in a war without front-lines led 
some soldiers to consider anyone an enemy and contributed to massacres of civilians, most infamously 
at My Lai in March 1968.145 That war of long patrols, running engagements, and occasional battles or 
sieges of American fire bases put the communists on the defensive, but the Ho Chi Minh trail, a 
network of supply lines through Laos and Cambodia, allowed for supplies and fresh forces to arrive 
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steadily from North Vietnam.146 North Vietnamese leaders understood that they could afford to be 
patient because the American public would eventually tire of a protracted limited war with growing 
numbers of casualties.147  

 
By January 1968, North Vietnamese leadership felt the time had come to go on the offensive, 

attack high profile American targets, capture the cities of South Vietnam, and break the morale of U.S. 
forces. The Tet Offensive met with early success but it turned into a rout of the Vietcong and bloodied 
PAVN units.148 For the U.S. it nevertheless became a turning point: the mainstream media lost 
confidence in the war, the anti-war movement gained strength, and President Johnson announced that 
he would not seek reelection.149 Ironically, as public opinion shifted against the war, the country 
elected Richard Nixon over the liberal Democrat Hubert Humphrey.150 Accusations of conservatives, 
including Nixon, that the media lost the Vietnam War are unconvincing in light of the political, 
strategic, and military nature of the defeat.151 
 

Nixon promised to end the Vietnam War but events from 1969 to 1972 suggested that he did 
not have a coherent plan. Instead, Nixon and national security adviser Henry Kissinger pursued a dual 
course of turning over the land war to South Vietnamese troops and negotiating with the communist 
leaders in Hanoi.152 Negotiations had started under Johnson, but Nixon and Kissinger linked their 
desire to achieve a settlement that permitted South Vietnam to survive as an independent nation-state 
to a general reorientation in the Cold War that became known as détente.153 China and the Soviet 
Union had drifted apart since the death of Stalin and clashed over questions of Chinese modernization 
policies, nuclear energy, leadership in the communist bloc, and their contested border. By the end of 
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the 1960s, both were seeking allies against one another.154 Western Europe and the United States 
remained allied, but NATO had suffered from a tense debate over strategy – the European allies 
finally accepted Flexible Response in 1967 – and France’s decision to leave the military committee 
and remain solely involved in political and diplomatic functions.155 Nixon proclaimed the emergence 
of China, Japan, and Western Europe as great powers. In this environment, the U.S. opened relations 
with China and entered into arms-limitation agreements with the Soviet Union.156 Détente raised hopes 
for the future, but it did not increase the chances for peace in Vietnam.157 

 
Ho Chi Minh had died in 1969, but his successors proved equally disinterested in a settlement 

short of unification of Vietnam under their leadership. For American forces the war brought further 
frustration. Westmoreland’s successor, General Creighton Abrams, placed greater emphasis on 
pacification and shifted operations to clearing and holding contested territory. 158 But while this new 
approach showed some promise, American forces were withdrawn in great numbers. Nixon decided to 
concentrate American air power against communist supply lines and ARVN and American forces 
attempted cross-border operations into Cambodia and Laos in 1970 and 1971.159 The casualty count 
increased but the realities on the ground did not shift.160 In 1972, North Vietnamese forces went on the 
offensive but were held off and the U.S. returned to bombing targets in North Vietnam, yet ultimately 
Nixon and Kissinger accepted a peace agreement that was little more than American withdrawal 
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dressed up as compromise for public consumption.161 Nixon had failed to achieve “peace with honor” 
and had instead settled for “a decent interval” between American withdrawal in 1973 and the fall of 
Saigon in 1975.162 South Vietnam had been abandoned by its patron.163 

 
The Vietnam War led to the termination of the draft in the United States.164 Instead of a mixed 

force of volunteers and conscripts, the armed services became all-volunteer organizations. This 
presented opportunities, but it contributed to a growing isolation of soldiers from the public and made 
it easier for presidents to order troop deployments. 165 It also facilitated the emphasis on technology in 
the American way of war and the more recent phenomenon of presuming that small elite formations 
would replace conventional units.166 Carl von Clausewitz suggested in On War less well-equipped 
states could resist superior power by waging absolute war. He concluded that any state engaged in 
warfare needed to seek a political objective.167 After Vietnam, it remained unclear how the application 
of advanced military technology could solve political problems, but the U.S. military rediscovered 
Clausewitz.168 Military officers took solace in a reading of On War that held war was the continuation 
of the political by other means. Army generals used that justification to re-emphasize the defense of 
Western Europe and the deterrence of nuclear war.169 Abrams initiated reforms that integrated active 
and reserve units so that the U.S. Army could not be deployed without calling up the reserve.170 In the 
1980s Caspar Weinberger and Colin Powell elevated the emphasis on overwhelming force and 
extricating American soldiers once the fighting had stopped to defense doctrine.171 Some historians 
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and analysts of the Vietnam War advanced the argument that the United States had lost because 
politicians had imposed undue limitations on the military.172 But instead of thoroughly investigating 
all aspects of its defeat, the army chose to ignore the lessons of Vietnam and returned to the business 
of the Cold War.173 

 
The result of the army’s reorientation after Vietnam was integration of tactical and operational 

thought with new weapons and communications technology.174 In emphasizing the close relationship 
of land and air operations, the army moved closer to the air force, which had undergone its own 
reorientation from strategic bombing to more specifically targeted tactical applications.175 Despite the 
complimentary nature of their philosophies of war, the armed services had to be ordered by Congress 
in the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act to cooperate more fully and the position of the secretary of defense 
was elevated at the expense of the service chiefs.176 The air force’s transformation reflected the 
innovative thinking of pilots like John Boyd, who argued that operational planning should be based on 
observation, orientation, decision, and action.177 Army and air force officers contributed to the 
recognition of operational art as a binding link between tactics and strategy. The rediscovery of 
Clausewitz was significant, but the adoption of operational art presented a more practical legacy of the 
period of reorientation that followed the defeat in Vietnam. 

 
A similar development to the military’s reorientation toward the superpower confrontation and 

Europe can be detected in contemporary scholarship. Where political scientists after the Korean War 
had developed a body of theory on limited war their successors in the 1970 and 1980s returned to 
questions of nuclear deterrence. One school of thought held that the uneasy peace in Europe was based 
on nuclear deterrence and mutual assured destruction.178 This was not a novel argument, but it was 
now challenged by scholars who considered the extent of NATO’s conventional armaments and 
concluded that these were not simply a tripwire that would set off nuclear retaliation, but rather a 
conventional deterrent force that helped prevent war. By the late 1980s theories of extended deterrence 
matched applications of U.S. and NATO strategy.179 Following the arguments of John Mearsheimer, 
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Samuel Huntington, and others, students of military science came to recognize the significance of 
operational art to land warfare, particularly given the promulgation of new weapons and 
communication technologies.180 For practitioners, operational art was hardly new; the Soviet and 
German armies had developed concepts in the interwar period and both applied them to some extent 
during the Second World War, but neither the U.S. army nor contemporary observers appear to have 
recognized the term or the concept until the late 1970s (in the case of army doctrine) or even 1980s (in 
the case of scholarship).181 

 
Parallel to America’s entanglement in Vietnam and despite superpower détente, the Cold War 

expanded in the 1960s and 1970s.182 The history of the later decades of the Cold War remains 
somewhat elusive, owing to the dearth of publicly accessible records as well as to the proximity of 
events. As a consequence, historiography from the 1970s on is still primarily a compendium of 
memoirs, journalistic accounts, government histories, and political-science literature. In the Middle 
East the Arab-Israeli conflict, which had begun as an issue apart from the Cold War, became a Cold 
War battleground. Following greater involvement in the region, expressed by the Eisenhower doctrine 
and intervention in Lebanon in the late 1950s and the construction of an alliance with Israel, the U.S. 
found itself party to diplomatic attempts to achieve a lasting settlement after the wars of 1967 and 
1973.183 The October War in 1973 presented a case study for the U.S. Army: the outnumbered Israeli 
Defense Force, armed primarily with American weapons and vehicles, conducted a successful mobile 
defense against Egyptian, Syrian, and Iraqi forces armed with Soviet equipment.184 Despite a peace 
treaty between Israel and Egypt negotiated by the Carter administration, tensions in the region have 
erupted periodically and the Middle East today presents one of the fundamental challenges for 
American and international security. Its alliance with Israel made relations with Arab and other 
Muslim countries more difficult, but the U.S. succeeded in building strong ties to Egypt and, until 
1979, could count on the support of Iran. The overthrow of the Shah, however, changed the strategic 
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balance and the emergence of an Islamic republic has led to a lasting crisis in US-Iranian relations, 
beginning with the hostage crisis of 1979-1981 and continuing to the complex issue of Iranian nuclear 
power today.185  

 
Elsewhere, local conflicts also were subsumed in the Cold War. India and Pakistan fought 

three wars over their ill-defined border and the status of Bangladesh. Today both are nuclear-armed 
powers and the instability of Pakistan presents another major challenge to international security. As 
Indian power grew, China and the U.S. established friendly relations with Pakistan.186 Indonesia, a 
hotbed of colonial, religious, and ethnic conflict in the post-war decades, attained a degree of stability 
at the expense of a dictatorship.187 The Philippines charted a similar course. Both became regional 
allies of the United States, as policy-makers in Washington dropped reservations against dictators as 
long as they were anti-communist. A similar pattern could be perceived in Latin America. Most 
prominently, the U.S. was involved in the military coup in Chile in 1973 that ousted socialist president 
Salvador Allende.188 The image of the United States in the region was tainted and it hardly improved 
when President Reagan funneled military aid to the Nicaraguan Contra rebels, who fought against the 
leftist Sandinista regime in the 1980s.189 In the first major military intervention since Vietnam, 
American forces overran Grenada in 1983 and in 1989 U.S. troops invaded Panama to depose 
president Manuel Noriega who had been linked to drug cartels and to re-establish democracy.190 In 
Africa the U.S. supported anti-Soviet dictatorships from Ethiopia and Somalia to South Africa, 
although in the latter case close ties to the Apartheid regime were eventually loosened. Through aid 
and equipment, the U.S. was indirectly involved in civil wars in Angola, Mozambique, Southwest 
Africa (Namibia), Ethiopia, and Somalia from the 1970s on, often in an uneasy partnership with 
China.191  

 
It is as yet difficult to assess comprehensively the defense policies of the Carter and Reagan 

administrations.192 Carter regarded human rights as a central issue and he put pressure on Moscow on 
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the basis of the 1975 Helsinki Accords.193 In 1979 the Carter administration and Soviet leaders agreed 
on a second strategic arms limitation treaty, but the Senate rejected its ratification amidst rising 
tensions and détente finally broke down over the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and the deployment 
of new intermediate range ballistic missiles in Europe by both sides.194 A still developing debate 
among scholars holds that Carter’s defense policy shifted toward confrontation prior to the seismic 
changes of 1979, but the arguments put forward tend to downplay that Carter had pursued a dual 
course – confronting the Soviets on nuclear weapons and human rights while placing greater emphasis 
on human rights in US foreign policy – from the beginning of his presidency.195  Oil and energy came 
to be seen as vital issues of national security and the 1970s saw a shift of power toward oil producers 
with the emergence of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC).196 Carter left 
office amidst a national crisis of self-confidence. But the Helsinki Accords emboldened opposition 
groups behind the Iron Curtain and encouraged dissent. Ronald Reagan talked up American strengths, 
classified the Soviet Union as an “evil empire,” significantly raised the defense budget and extended 
aid to anti-communist forces from Afghanistan to Nicaragua, and launched a policy to install a missile 
shield in outer space.197 His confrontational approach was balanced by summit meetings with the new 
Soviet leader, Mikhail Gorbachev and by nuclear disarmament negotiations.198 But the U.S. also 
became actively involved in conflicts with terrorist groups and their state sponsors, such as Libya. For 
most of the 1980s, this precursor of the war on terror was fought between Israeli forces and Palestinian 
fighters. Reagan ordered U.S. troops to Lebanon, following an Israeli invasion, in order to stabilize the 
pro-western government. In October 1983, 239 Americans, most of them Marines, died when a truck-
bomb exploded at Marine Corps headquarters in Beirut. The U.S. withdrew its remaining troops less 
than half a year later.199 

 
The superpower confrontation ended peacefully with the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Military issues contributed to the downfall. The Soviet war in Afghanistan bled the country’s 
resources and led the Soviet Union into a guerrilla war with Afghan and foreign fighters supported 
primarily by Arab states and the U.S. through Pakistan.200 The war and subsequent civil war left 
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Afghanistan in a shambles and set up the failed state from which Al-Qaeda could attack the U.S. on 
September 11, 2001. In the event, the Soviet empire was brought down by a combination of local and 
global factors ranging from American policies to the determination of Pope John Paul II and the 
mostly peaceful revolutions by the people of Eastern Europe. Gorbachev’s decision not to fight back 
and the intervention of Russian president Boris Yeltsin during a military coup in August 1991 diffused 
an explosive situation.201 The extent to which American defense spending forced the Soviet Union to 
follow suit and whether it bankrupted the foe remains contested.202 

 
By the end of the Cold War, U.S. military commitments were of a global scale and tremors of 

future crises and wars were already apparent. In 1991 the United States fought a war against Iraq and 
expelled the forces of Saddam Hussein from Kuwait.203 The U.S. had supported Saddam in his war 
against a common enemy, Iran, in the 1980s. Unfortunately, the outcome of the Gulf War was less 
decisive than it seemed. The U.S. military had distinguished itself against a formidable foe – at least 
when measured in numbers and equipment – and President George H.W. Bush could claim that the 
U.S. had overcome its Vietnam trauma, but Saddam Hussein remained in power and settled in for a 
decade of UN sanctions and a cat-and-mouse game with nuclear weapons inspectors. U.S. forces 
remained in the region and the Clinton administration struck against Iraqi targets after violations of the 
no-fly zones that the UN had implemented to protect the Shiites in the south and Kurds in the north. 
By 2001, the situation had deteriorated to a point where neo-conservative advisers could tell George 
W. Bush that Iraq should be included in the military response to the September 11 attacks. Soon the 
Bush administration asserted that American strategy should be based on preventive war.204 From the 
incomplete termination of the 1991 Gulf War thus arose a decade of tension that culminated in the 
American invasion of Iraq in 2003, setting off a war that was easily won on the conventional level but 
then led to an insurgency and quagmire outwardly resembling Vietnam.205 

 
The war in Afghanistan offers another example for Odd Arne Westad’s argument that the last 

decades of the Cold War shaped our time profoundly. But in the decade between the end of the Cold 
War and the war on terror, the U.S. military was called upon to end wars or help keep the peace in 
many places from the Balkans to Somalia. The latter deployment ended after a battle with the forces of 
a local warlord.206 Events in Mogadishu may have contributed to American inaction during the 
genocide in Rwanda and inattention to the war in eastern Congo, perhaps the bloodiest conflict since 
the end of the Second World War. Even in former Yugoslavia, the U.S. entered late, but then forced an 
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end to the fighting in Bosnia-Herzegovina. NATO forces commanded by U.S. Army general Wesley 
Clark attacked Serbia in a surprisingly ineffective air campaign to stop the violence in Kosovo, where 
Serbs attempted a policy of ethnic cleansing to rid a province central to their national mythology of its 
Albanian majority population.207 What may seem like a relatively quiet decade was in fact 
characterized by a host of military operations and intervention. 

 
Did the United States win the Cold War? That remains a controversial question.208 It is safer to 

state that the Soviet Union – and communism as a practical political ideology – lost. Did the Cold War 
change the United States? That question may be more pertinent and it has led to serious investigation 
of the national security state and of American militarism.209 Perhaps most critically, historians and 
political commentators have been able to argue persuasively that U.S. strategy for international 
security did not change fundamentally after the Cold War and that it has come to resemble a drive for 
global hegemony.210 The most pressing problems today are exhibited in the ominously entitled Long 
War, formerly known as the Global War on Terror, which in itself is a characterization that does not 
inspire great confidence in peace, security, or stability.211  
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