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PREFACE

Until very recently, American policy toward the Soviet Union has
been premised upon the essentially defensive concept of “contain-
ment.” In many respects, this policy has unquestionably served us
well. But in the past few years, a series of ominous developments
—the vast buildup of Soviet nuclear and conventional forces, the
marked proliferation of Soviet-sponsored insurgencies, the uni-
lateral deployment of over 350 new intermediate-range nuclear
missiles against Europe, the suppression of Poland’s Solidarity,
and the brutal invasion of Afghanistan—has given us reason to
rethink the long-standing assumptions of our foreign policy.

For all of its historical advantages, containment has been
limited from the beginning by two drawbacks: its inherently
defensive nature, and its dependence for final success on long-
term changes in the fundamental character of the Soviet regime.
It is partly on the basis of this latter promise that George Kennan
sought to persuade Americans to adopt a containment policy in
the wake of the Second World War.

Not only does this promise of change remain totally unfulfilled,
but the defensive shield containing Soviet expansion has proved to
be increasingly porous. The question has arisen whether our basic
policy could not at least be supplemented by more active
measures.

In an attempt to examine this question, political scientist Aaron
Wildavsky gathered together six leading foreign policy experts in
February 1983 for a weekend of seminars at the Claremont Hotel
in Berkeley, California. The chapters of this book are based on
papers prepared by the authors before the meetings and revised
on the basis of discussion.
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The final volume, while reaffirming the necessity for contain-
ment, explores a number of alternative strategies and tactics that
could add up to a more “activist” policy stance designed to ac-
complish more without incurring notably greater risk.

Beyond Containment continues the Institute for Contemporary
Studies’ ongoing examination of U.S. options in this central area
of foreign policy, treated in such volumes as Defending America
(co-published with Basic Books in 1977) and National Security in
the 1980s: From Weakness to Strength (1980).

It is hoped that this volume will make an important contribu-
tion to the reevaluation of U.S. foreign policy and strategy now
under way.

Glenn Dumke
President
Institute for Contemporary Studies
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1

AARON WILDAVSKY

Containment:
Indispensable Yet
Unsatisfactory

This is the first of four projected volumes on alternatives to exist-
ing American foreign policy. The other volumes will consider
American foreign policy in relation to our defense policy, to our
allies, and to the Third World. Certain vital aspects of Soviet-
American relationships—the compatibility of Soviet and Ameri-
can defense postures with the foreign policies of the two nations,
the roles of allies and satellites, the relative importance of regions
of the Third World—are reserved, therefore, for fuller future
discussion.

This book begins with basic considerations affecting American
foreign policy: chapter 2 deals with the dilemmas that make
American foreign policy difficult; chapter 3 describes the Soviet
system, which produces the problems with which American policy
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4 AARON WILDAVSKY

must grapple; and chapter 4 reviews the history of the doctrine of
containment around which this policy has been organized since
the Second World War. Chapters 5 through 10 are devoted to
different levels of American foreign policy —from responses to at-
tack against our vital interests to preventative measures, from the
refusal to subsidize the Soviet economy to an attempt to pluralize
their political system. Although the authors engaged in three days
of intense discussion, during which time much mutual education
took place, each is solely responsible only for his own policy pro-
posal. Taking the proposals from the least to the most active, from
minimum to maximum containment, I prefer, as my conclusion in-
dicates, “all of the above.” My objective is to help develop a max-
imal containment policy as an alternative to the existing policy of
minimal containment.

There can be no doubt that the Soviet Union behaves ag-
gressively, although it is hardly the only state that does so. But
why do the Soviets act aggressively, and how aggressive are they?
There are three alternatives: either the Soviet Union behaves es-
sentially as other national states have in the modern world; or it is
determined to attack, like Nazi Germany; or it is more aggressive
than other nation-states but less so than Hitler's Germany.

Traditional nation-states have at times been quite aggressive,
but their aggression has been rationally calculated and (at least in
theory) limited in objective and time. In principle, such “normal”
nation-states are constrained by the other nation-states, which by
maintaining their own sovereignty prevent any single state from
accumulating too much power and coming to mortally threaten
the others. The mechanisms of the “balance of power,” together
with the common interest of all states in their own survival and
hence in a minimal level of international cooperation, should en-
sure that international conflict is limited. If the Soviet Union is, in
this sense, a “normal” state, then it can be dealt with by con-
structing an international system in which the balance of power
constrains it.

But what if the USSR is not a normal state? What if, because of
the way its internal political system operates, the Soviet Union
must be endlessly aggressive? Or what if Soviet leaders use a
different standard of rationality in calculating their moves, one
that is predicated on the need of their state constantly to expand
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its control? What if the Soviet leaders feel it necessary to use any
means, up to and including a nuclear first strike, to achieve these
objectives ? Then, clearly, the only appropriate American response
is to declare an immediate state of national emergency and mobi-
lize for war, as Britain and France should have done in the 1930s.

Perhaps the Soviet Union is aggressive for internal political
reasons, but its aggressions are calculated and limited by a shrewd
appreciation of the realities of international politics. If this
analysis is correct, the sensible policy proposal is neither a return
to the old European system of balance of power nor preparation
for inevitable total war, but some form of containment. Such con-
tainment seeks to deny the Soviets gains from aggression. Within
the consensus on the need for containment, however, there is dis-
agreement about the relative importance of the aggressive im-
pulse, and therefore about the level of American mobilization
needed to counter the threat.

A policy of containing Soviet aggression remains indispensable.
There is no alternative but resistance. But piecemeal resistance,
at a time and place dictated by the Soviet Union, has proved in-
feasible. The original idea behind containment was that the con-
tainment of Soviet-aided and Soviet-sponsored advances would
allow time for an internal evolution of the Soviet regime in a less
aggressive direction. Rebuffed in foreign adventures, the theory
went, the Soviet Union would be impelled to concentrate its atten-
tion on improving the position of its people. Thirty and more years
later it is obvious that these expectations have proved unfounded.
Containment by itself is deficient, yet there is no coherent
doctrine with which to supplant (or, more accurately, supplement)
it so as to guide foreign policy. Few, it is fair to say, are happy with
the existing situation. Yet no alternative commands significant
support.

New approaches, or at least moods—such as President Carter’s
extension of the olive branch—are followed by rapid retreats.
New strategies, or at least catchwords like “linkage,” end up
riddled with inconsistencies. What prevails is a case-by-case ap-
proach, usually called “pragmatism,” meaning that the United
States does not know what to do; its policy is based on not having a
policy. Indeed, even the administration of Ronald Reagan, except
for accelerating the military buildup begun by Jimmy Carter, does
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not appear to have departed significantly from the policies of his
predecessors. Some elements in the administration believe the
Soviet Union cannot change its nature and, therefore, its foreign
policy. This belief may account for the Reagan administration’s
emphasis on defense; but aside from early presidential rhetoric at-
tacking the Soviet regime, this new emphasis has yet to lead to
changes in foreign policy, which remains defensive, based as
before on minimal containment.

Is this essential continuity, we may ask, due to circumstances
imposing a very restricted range of choice on American decision-
makers, or is it a result of a narrow vision? Both influences are
important. The ultimate failure of the Nixon and Carter adminis-
trations to restrain Soviet behavior, whether in aiding North Viet-
nam or in invading Afghanistan, was not for want of trying. No
one reading Henry Kissinger’s memoirs would think containment
(and its variant —a little more carrot, a little less stick, called dé-
tente) a deranged idea or its implementors evidently lacking in
knowledge. As a recent reader of Jimmy Carter’s memoirs, Keep-
ing Faith, I was impressed by the number of issues—Soviet rear-
mament, the MX missile, the intricacies of Arab-Israeli affairs,
the basing of nuclear weapons in Western Europe—that now
recur in similar form and apparently with similar response in
Reagan’s time. Our attempt to devise departures from prevailing
American foreign policy is not based on a “stupidity” theory of
foreign policy.

The cacaphony of criticism itself makes it more difficult to
gather support for existing policies or to risk trying new ones. It
may well be that the only beating that hurts more than the one
you take for defending current foreign policy is the one you get for
proposing any (by definition, Dangerous with a capital “D”) depar-
ture. Nevertheless, as encounters accumulate, there is more evi-
dence on which to base consideration of different policies. As en-
counters remain unsatisfactory, there is better reason to consider
novel ways of thinking and acting.

At a minimum, our efforts to appraise departures from existing
policy should help better explain why the United States govern-
ment, from the 1950s through the 1980s, regardless of party or
personality, has pursued much the same sort of policy toward the
Soviet Union. Nixon and Kissinger’s policy of détente—co-
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operation with the Soviets for domestic development as an incen-
tive for them to reject foreign aggression —was apparently based
on the perception that the Soviet Union had changed enough to
engage in traditional balance-of-power politics. Whether because
the Soviets did just that but the American polity would not accept
it, or because the premise that the Soviet Union had become a
state like any other was faulty, the “Nixinger” policy eventually
was reduced from cooperation to competition and finally to con-
tainment. That is where we are today: containment remains in-
dispensable, yet unsatisfactory. Our task in this book is to ap-
praise whether and to show how the United States might break
out of this box.

Each author has been asked to keep one thing in mind: his
preferred policy is to be one that could be implemented within the
American political system as it exists now. Obtaining and main-
taining domestic support is an integral aspect of conducting
foreign policy. That is why a policy of appeasement and a policy of
retaliation (they attack one place, we another) have been ruled
out. Aside from the evident dangers these policies present, we
Judge that there would be overwhelming opposition to them both
by preponderant majorities of the American people and by the
elected and appointed elites engaged in foreign affairs.

In chapter 2 I shall discuss the dilemmas that a policy of con-
tainment creates for American foreign policy. Central to all these
dilemmas is the slippery subject of assessing Soviet intentions.
Despite the understandable inclination to reject this theme either
as obvious (if only blockheads with different views could see the
manifest truth) or as hopeless (since we cannot psychoanalyze
Soviet leaders or otherwise see into men’s souls), it is of vital im-
portance. Advocates of opposing policies rationalize their harder
or softer or different view in terms of a theory of Soviet intentions.
So do the authors of this volume. In the conclusion, I shall draw
together the various proposals in the book for fashioning as sub-
stantial a rival to present policy as a recalcitrant world permits.



