
I N T R O D U C T I O N

Overview

What follows is a study of the interior dimension of American grand strategy
during the Cold War. My goal is to explain the shape and size of the domestic
mechanisms through which, over the course of nearly half a century, the United
States created the implements of its vast military power.

The argument that I intend to make can be brie¯y summarized: W ar, in
Charles Tilly's pithy phrase, ªmadeº the modern state. As the technology of
warfare evolved, the kingdoms and principalities that crowded the landscape of
early modern Europe were forced to assemble larger and more capable mili-
taries in order to survive. But, as Tilly explains, ªthe building of an ef fective
military machine imposed a heavy burden on the population involved: taxes,
conscription, requisitions, and more.º In order reliably to carry out these power -
creating functions, successful political entities had to develop more ef®cient tax
systems, bureaucracies, and professional armies. The process of creating mili-
tary power thus tended ªto promote territorial consolidation, centralization, dif-
ferentiation of the instruments of government and monopolization of the means
of coercion, all the fundamental state-making processes.º 1 War made the state.
Or, to put it less elegantly, war and the threat of war required the creation of
military power, and, over time, the creation of military power led to the con-
struction of strong, modern states.

The American republic was born while this larger historical process was
already well underway and, indeed, it was founded in part out of a reaction
against the trend toward ever-greater concentrations of state power (and ever-
expanding state capacities for military power creation) taking place on the other
side of the Atlantic. If not for its geographical good fortune, the new nation
might well have undergone an early, traumatic transformation or, perhaps more
likely, it might simply have ceased to exist. Instead, the comparative absence of
immediate military threats permitted the United States to survive and thrive
during the ®rst century and a half of its existence without developing a central
state that was strong in the traditional ways. It was not until the end of the
Second World War that a combination of geopolitical and technological devel-
opments brought the era of insularity to an end.

In the United States at the middle of the twentieth century, as in other coun-
tries earlier in the history of the modern age, the imminent threat of war pro-
duced pressures for the permanent construction of a powerful central state. In
the American case these pressures came comparatively late in the process of
political development; they were new and largely unfamiliar, and they were met

1 Charles Tilly, ªRe¯ections on the History of European State-Makingº in T illy, ed., The Forma-
tion of National States in Western Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), p. 42.
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and, to a degree, counterbalanced, by strong anti-statist in¯uences that were
deeply rooted in the circumstances of the nation's founding.

The power-creating mechanisms put in place during the ®rst ®fteen years of
the Cold War can best be understood as the product of a collision between these
two sets of con¯icting forces. It is impossible to explain the mechanisms of
power creation, the military strategy that they were intended to support, or,
more generally, the impact of the Cold War on American society and the Amer-
ican economy without reference to the persistent presence of domestic forces
tending to oppose expansions in state power.

Domestic constraints appear also to have contributed to the Cold War's even-
tual outcome. By preventing some of the worst, most sti¯ing excesses of sta-
tism, these countervailing tendencies made it easier for the United States to
preserve its economic vitality and technological dynamism, to maintain domes-
tic political support for a protracted strategic competition and to stay the course
in that competition better than its supremely statist rival.

Elaboration

The remainder of this book will be devoted to developing the basic argument
sketched out above. Before proceeding I would like to provide preliminary
answers to three central questions: What is it, exactly, that I am trying to ex-
plain? How do I propose to explain it? And why should the reader prefer the
explanation I am offering to others that might be advanced?

Focus

Although I will touch on both sets of issues, I will not be concerned here
primarily either with measuring changes in the overall size and internal organi-
zation of the federal government or with assessing the effects of over four
decades of Cold War mobilization on, for example, American domestic politics,
law, education, or culture. I will concentrate my attention not on ªthe stateº
alone nor on ªsocietyº writ lar ge, but on a cluster of intermediary mechanisms:
a parallel set of power-creating institutions that linked the state to society, and
permitted it to transform societal resources into military capabilities. Why did
these mechanisms take the form they did?

The answer to this question is, I believe, of fundamental importance. As they
faced off against each other, the United States and the Soviet Union engaged in
what political scientist Kenneth Waltz has called ªinternal balancingº; both
drew heavily on their domestic resources in order to generate ever more mili-
tary strength. Each hoped in this way to counter, and perhaps to surpass, the
other's efforts.2 Whatever else it may have been, the Cold War was, ®rst and
foremost, a sustained competition in power creation.

2 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1979), p.
168.
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The mechanisms of power creation were the primary transmission belts
through which the pressures of the superpower confrontation made themselves
felt in both societies. An adequate appreciation of the domestic effects of the
Cold War on the United States (or the Soviet Union) must begin with an exam-
ination of these mechanisms. Moreover, as I have already suggested, differ-
ences in the power-creating programs of the two sides appear to have had a
direct effect on the ultimate outcome of their competition. Understanding the
process of power creation may therefore hold the key to explaining the course
and conclusion of the Cold War. And understanding the Cold War, in turn, can
shed light on an even larger issue: why it is that, over the course of several
centuries, liberal democracies have been able to best a series of less liberal, less
democratic challengers.

Explanation

The central chapters of this book (chapters 4 through 8) contain detailed exam-
inations of the formation, during the years 1945 to (roughly) 1961, of the ®ve
main mechanisms of power creation: those intended to extract money and man-
power and those designed to direct national resources toward arms production,
military research, and defense-supporting industries. Taken as a whole, this pe-
riod marked an interval of institutional creation, or ªfounding.º After a decade
and a half of ¯ux, the broad outlines of American grand strategy , both its inter-
nal and its external aspects, would stay largely ®xed for the remainder of the
Cold War.

The emergence of stable institutions involves a competition among alterna-
tives, resulting eventually in the selection of a dominant form. In the course of
explaining what happened in each power-creating domain, I will therefore need
also to offer an account of why certain other things did not happen. I will be
interested, in other words, in counterfactuals, in paths not taken, as well as in
actual outcomes.

There are, of course, an in®nite variety of such parallel possibilities, most of
them so far-fetched as to be entirely irrelevant to an adequate understanding of
actual historical events. I will limit myself here to a consideration of what
appear in retrospect to have been the serious contenders; those policies and
mechanisms which enjoyed signi®cant support at the time, and which had a real
chance of adoption. In every case, as I will show, the main alternatives to what
actually emerged would have involved greater societal exertion and a more
powerful and intrusive central state. The puzzle I seek to solve, in each in-
stance, is why this did not occur.

In providing an answer I will make reference repeatedly to three sets of
explanatory factors: the basic structure of American governmental institutions,
the interests and relative strength of various groups (both within the govern-
ment itself and in society at large), and the content of prevailing ideas, or
ideology. Institutions and ideology were, I will argue, of central signi®cance;
together they imposed a marked anti-statist bias on the process through which
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Cold War power creating mechanisms were built. The fragmented character of
the American political system, and in particular the separation of powers be-
tween the executive and legislative branches, tended to place considerable ob-
stacles in the way of those who wanted to build stronger, more highly central-
ized power creating mechanisms. Ideas also acted to shape the struggle over
policy among self-interested groups, increasing the in¯uence of those adopting
an ªanti-statistº stance, while weakening the hand of those whose views could
be characterized, fairly or not, as ªstatist.º At the very least, ideas were weap-
ons and, in the ideologically charged atmosphere of the early Cold War, partic-
ularly potent ones.

But widely shared and sincerely held beliefs about the proper relationship
between state and society, and about the urgent need to limit state power, also
exerted an independent in¯uence on the course of events. Ideology was not just
a rhetorical cloak concealing sel®sh interests; it was also a strong source of
self-constraint on American government of®cials. In other places and times,
national leaders have tended to be among the most determined state-builders. In
the United States, because of the country's unusual history and unique ideologi-
cal heritage, the highest-ranking political of®cials have sometimes been the
most resolute anti-statists. This is a profoundly important phenomenon, one that
cannot simply be explained away with reference to the usual narrow categories
of greed or electoral ambition.

A brief word about my own biases: while I have not set out to write a
morality tale, I do intend clearly to emphasize the long-term bene®ts to the
health and vitality of the American regime of the anti-statist in¯uences that are
so deeply embedded within it. That does not mean, however, that I regard these
in¯uences as always and unreservedly positive, or that I intend to treat the
postwar advocates of anti-statism as the unvarnished heroes of my story.

Some portion of the anti-statist impulse whose impact I will analyze here was
the product of impersonal forces; it was the result of the routine functioning of
American political institutions, rather than of the deliberate efforts of any par-
ticular contemporary party or group or individual. To the extent that anyone
deserves the credit for this, it is the Founding Fathers, not their descendants.

Postwar opposition to the growth of governmental power was also, in some
cases, merely a by-product of self-interest, rather than the result of any serious
attempt to establish what was best for the country as a whole. As such it was
neither contemptible nor especially laudable. Principled postwar anti-statists,
meanwhile, were often motivated by other beliefs that I happen to regard as
reprehensible or, at best, misguided. Many southern Democrats who favored
ªstates' rightsº and a weaker government in W ashington were also, not coin-
cidentally, racists; some midwestern Republicans who wanted lower taxes,
less federal regulation, and a smaller defense budget were also, as a result,
isolationists.

If the most determined postwar anti-statists had had their way, the conse-
quences for the United States, its allies, and, ironically, for the cause of liberty
that the opponents of strong government claimed to hold dear would have been
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serious and perhaps even catastrophic. The world today would not be a better
place if, after 1945, the United States had been unwilling to maintain its mili-
tary might and global presence or to help its allies and former enemies rally and
rebuild. On the other hand, in the absence of constraints, the anxiety of the
early Cold War could easily have led to deep economic damage, or to radical,
and perhaps truly dangerous, changes in American institutions and society. If
the thoroughgoing anti-statists were misguided, so too were those of their oppo-
nents who, without necessarily intending to, might have transformed the United
States into an armed camp. A balance needed to be struck between the neces-
sity for external strength and the desire for domestic freedom. Not everyone
saw this clearly at the time; my greatest enthusiasm is reserved for those who
did.

Alternatives

There are two main alternatives to the overall explanation that I will offer here.
Let me brie¯y note why I believe my own account to be superior .

Probably the most commonly held view is that the Cold War did, in fact, lead
to a monstrous growth in the size and power of the federal government and to
the construction of something that might properly be called a ªgarrison state,º
or ªnational security state.º This rendering of events is not so much wrong as it
is incomplete and disproportionate. There is no question that the American state
was bigger and stronger in 1950 than it was in 1930. Given the external pres-
sures, however, it was not nearly as big or as strong as it could have been, nor
as many in¯uential people believed at the time that it must become in order to
survive. That the American state grew during the early years of the Cold War is
important, and it is also obvious, in the sense of being plainly visible. Less
obvious, but no less important, is that there were potent restraints on state
expansion. It is only by considering what might have been, and by examining
the process through which actual outcomes eventually emerged, that we can
gain an adequate appreciation of this essential fact.

If the U.S. response to the onset of the Cold War was restrained, some have
suggested that the reason may lie not in the character of the American domestic
regime, but in the nature of the prevailing military techonology. Perhaps, as
Stephen Krasner has written, it was the sheer destructiveness of nuclear weap-
ons that permitted the United States to deter aggression and to defend itself
without developing a much stronger and more intrusive central state. Nuclear
technology, Krasner notes, ªmade it possible to create the world' s most formi-
dable military force even with a weak government.º 3

Supposing that the United States did substitute technology for labor, quality
for quantity, it does not follow that this was the only plausible response to the
existence of nuclear weapons. In fact, as I will show, there were a number of

3 Stephen D. Krasner, Defending the National Interest (Princeton: Princeton Univeristy Press,
1978), p. 67.
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alternative courses of action, with considerable logic and powerful constituen-
cies behind them, each of which would have required much higher levels of
societal effort and a far stronger state than the approach that was ultimately
chosen. The military strategy that the United States eventually adopted, and the
domestic power-creating measures undertaken to support it, were matters of
choice; they were not somehow dictated by objective, material circumstances or
by some inescapable technological reality. Those choices, in turn, were strongly
shaped by domestic, anti-statist in¯uences.

One way of illustrating this is to match the American approach to Cold War
preparedness against that of its strongly statist Soviet counterpart. A thorough-
going comparison of the strategies and power-creating programs of the two
superpowers is beyond the scope of this book. Nevertheless, as I will note at a
number of points, the differences between the two were stark and revealing.
The United States and the Soviet Union were very different kinds of countries,
and they responded to nuclear weapons in very different ways.

In contemporary academic discourse, anyone who seeks to explain the out-
come of the Cold War in terms of unique American characteristics risks being
called a ªtriumphalist.º If by this term is meant someone who believes that the
United States was destined inevitably to defeat the Soviet Union, or that its
eventual victory was a re¯ection of the inherently superior intelligence of its
leaders or the greater intrinsic toughness of its people, then I must reject the
label. But if the term refers to someone who not only rejoices in America's
Cold War success, but sees in it proof of the practical strengths as well as the
moral virtues of the American regime, then I am an unrepentant triumphalist.

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be 
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical 
means without prior written permission of the publisher. 

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu




