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POLSC302: U.S. Foreign Policy and the Cold War—Guide to Responding 
 
1. Dwight Eisenhower 
Eisenhower saw the Cold War in stark moral terms—“This is a war of light against 
darkness, freedom against slavery, Godliness against atheism.”  Early in his 
administration, he embraced a policy of containment as the cornerstone of his 
administration’s Soviet policy.  He rejected the notion of a “fortress America” isolated 
from the rest of the world, safe behind its nuclear shield. He believed that active U.S. 
engagement in world affairs was the best means of presenting the promise of 
democracy to nations susceptible to the encroachment of Soviet-sponsored 
Communism. Additionally, Eisenhower maintained that dialogue between the U.S. and 
the Soviet Union was crucial to the security of the entire globe, even if each side was 
stockpiling nuclear weapons. 
 
The death of Stalin, two months into the Eisenhower presidency, gave rise to hopes of a 
more flexible, accommodating Soviet leadership.  In 1953, Ike delivered a speech 
underscoring the potential human cost of the Cold War to both sides. Hoping to strike a 
more conciliatory tone with Georgi Malenkov, Stalin’s successor, Eisenhower suggested 
the Soviets cease their brazen expansion of territory and influence in exchange for 
American cooperation and goodwill.  Malenkov responded coolly to the speech. 
 
In 1959, Eisenhower and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev agreed to a meeting to 
further discussions regarding arms reductions.  Eisenhower held out great hopes for 
Khrushchev’s U.S. visit. As he began to look toward his final year in the White House, 
he knew time was running out on his opportunity to end the Cold War.  Khrushchev’s 
visit yielded promising results as the two sides agreed to meet again in Paris. But peace 
would be elusive. 

Since 1956, Eisenhower had authorized the U-2, a spy plane, to conduct secret 
missions over the Soviet Union.  Ike approved of the flights in order to obtain 
information that would squelch rumors of Soviet military superiority.  Because the 
Soviets lacked the weapons to shoot down the U-2, the United States could always 
deny its existence even when it was spotted on Soviet radar.  The plane was eventually 
shot down over Soviet Union airspace.  Eisenhower at first denied the plane’s purpose 
and mission but then was forced to admit its role as a covert surveillance.  

Khrushchev used the downing of the U-2 to present the Soviet Union as the wronged 
party in a game of superpower espionage.  He attended the Paris summit only long 
enough to storm out when Ike would not apologize for the incident.  No treaty was 
signed.  Eisenhower left Paris convinced that U.S.-Soviet relations had been dealt a 
serious setback. 
 
For the rest of Ike’s presidency, peace prevailed, even if at times Cold War tensions 
were high. He hoped for détente with the Soviet Union but instead left to his successor 
an intensified Cold War.  In his Farewell Address, Eisenhower concentrated on the 
dangers of the Cold War at home.  He told Americans to be wary of the “military-
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industrial complex,” which he described as the powerful combination of “an immense 
military establishment and a large arms industry.” 
 
 
2. John F. Kennedy 
During his campaign and for much of his presidency, JFK assumed a strong and 
aggressive Cold War stance.  He promised to close the “missile gap”—the supposed 
Soviet superiority in long-range nuclear weapons—and vigorously pursued the policy of 
containment.  He expanded U.S. aid to other nations, boosted the size of the armed 
forces, stockpiled missiles, and strove to end Soviet influence in Cuba.  In 1959, a 
revolution in Cuba brought Fidel Castro, a leftist, to power. When Castro took control, 
he implemented policies designed to eliminate differences between social classes in 
Cuba.  Concerned about Communist influence, Kennedy was wary of Castro and vice 
versa.  In 1961, a force of Cuban exiles, trained and supplied by the United States, 
invaded Cuba in an attempt to topple Castro. This action proved to be a monumental 
failure and severely embarrassed the Kennedy administration. 

Tensions increased between the United States and Cuba.  To deter further U.S. 
interference in Cuba, Castro sought economic and military assistance from the USSR.  
In 1962, the United States discovered that Nikita Khrushchev had set up nuclear missile 
bases in Cuba from which rocket-powered missiles could be launched.  Kennedy faced 
a crisis: To destroy the bases might lead to world war; to ignore them risked an attack 
on the United States.  Soon thereafter, Kennedy demanded that the USSR remove the 
missiles, and after a few days of suspense, the Soviets agreed to do so. 

The Cuban missile crisis was a close call. Teetering on the brink of nuclear war, both 
superpowers leaped back in alarm.  Afterward, Kennedy and Khrushchev signed the 
Limited Nuclear Test Ban Treaty that banned nuclear tests in the air and in the water.  
But the Cold War rivalry continued.  The United States and the USSR now vied for 
control in Asia.  Kennedy believed that Communist aggression posed a threat in the 
region.  He especially feared a Communist takeover of Vietnam.  Kennedy was 
committed to U.S. involvement in the country, where Communist insurgents were 
gaining strength.  By the time he was assassinated, tensions between the USSR were 
at an all-time high.  

3. Lyndon Johnson 
Johnson felt it was important to follow through with the foreign policy agenda of JFK.  
He made a decision to continue maintaining an independent Vietnam and was 
committed to achieving success in Southeast Asia.  Like his predecessors, he 
embraced containment and predicted that if Vietnam fell to Communists, other 
Southeast Asian nations would do the same.  He viewed the conflict as part of the 
conspiracy by the Chinese-Soviet bloc to conquer the Third World and install 
Communist regimes.  Johnson was also deeply sensitive about the judgment of history, 
and he did not want to be remembered as a president who lost Southeast Asia to 
Communism.  
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The Vietnam War was a conflict between North and South Vietnam—the former was, at 
the time, a Communist regime and the latter was not.  The U.S. goal in this conflict was 
to contain Communism in the North.  Johnson approved a national security memo 
stating that the U.S. government intended to “assist the people and Government of 
South Vietnam to win their contest against the externally directed and supported 
Communist conspiracy.” For its part South Korea had, up until 1965, a series of short-
lived military governments.  That year, Nguyễn Văn Thiệu became president of the 
country.  He and Johnson had a conciliatory relationship, as both wanted to purge 
Communists from the region.  However, Johnson knew has actions demanded restraint 
out of fear that an escalating conflict could cause an intervention by either China or the 
Soviet Union. 

Johnson escalated American involvement in the Vietnam War and increased the 
number of troop deployments in the region from 16,000 to over 500,000 during his 
presidency.  For the duration of the war, the United States commenced a series of 
bombing raids, air strikes, and “search and destroy” missions.  It soon became a war of 
attrition.  In 1968, Johnson was told by his secretary of defense that in his opinion, the 
United States could not win the Vietnam War and recommended a negotiated 
withdrawal.  Later that month, President Johnson told the American people on national 
television that he was reducing the air raids on North Vietnam and intended to seek a 
negotiated peace.  He also announced that he would not run for reelection.  The war 
had taken its toll on both Johnson and the American people.  After Johnson left office, 
his legacy tarnished by the war, the still-waging war was handed to his successor.  
Tensions between the United States and Communist regimes would continue on.    

4. Richard Nixon 
Nixon built his early political career almost entirely around the issue of anti-
Communism.  He rode his political reputation as an aggressive foe of Communism at 
home and abroad.  As president, however, Nixon changed course and moderated his 
Soviet views.  Held a long press conference to explain why he no longer saw the Soviet 
Union as a “monolithic” menace, that the “era of confrontation” with the Communist 
world was over, and that it was time to negotiate with America’s old enemy.  Nixon and 
his secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, began to redefine the Cold War into a mutual 
understanding of the boundaries between the United States and Russia.  He coupled 
this with the Nixon Doctrine, which held that America would relinquish some of its 
military commitments.  Breaking precedent, Nixon began arms reduction talks with the 
Russians. 
 
While in the Soviet Union (the first president to visit the nation), he engaged in intense 
negotiations with his Soviet counterpart, Leonid Brezhnev.  Out of this summit came 
agreements for increased trade and two landmark arms control treaties.  SALT 
(Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty) froze each country’s arsenal of intercontinental 
missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads.  The Anti-Ballistic Missile Treaty banned 
the development of systems designed to intercept incoming missiles so that neither side 
would be tempted to attack the other without fearing devastating retaliation.  Nixon and 
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Brezhnev proclaimed a new era of “peaceful coexistence,” in which “cooperation” would 
replace the hostility of the Cold War. 
 
Nixon also made the unprecedented move of opening diplomatic relations with 
Communist China. In 1969, U.S.-China relations consisted of mutual nonrecognition. 
Upon assuming office, Nixon began signaling a thaw in U.S. attitudes toward China.  He  
announced that the United States favored increased cultural and scientific exchanges 
with China, loosened trade and visa restrictions, and began pulling U.S. troops out of 
Vietnam and military bases near the country.  Nixon then followed with a trip to China in 
1972, after Kissinger and Premier Chou En-lai Chou negotiated the outline of a 
statement dealing with the outstanding issues dividing the two nations.  The final 
document, known as the Shanghai Communiqué, summarized points on which the two 
nations could agree.  Nixon was the first president to envision and achieve a 
coexistence, however uneasy, between Communism and democracy. 
 
5. Gerald Ford 
Ford made it clear to the Soviets that despite Nixon’s resignation, the United States still 
hoped to pursue détente.  He furthered détente in 1975 when he joined with Soviet 
leader Leonid Brezhnev and the heads of other European nations to sign the Helsinki 
Accords, which recognized the existing boundaries of European countries established at 
the end of World War II.  The accords also included statements in support of human 
rights, to which the Soviets reluctantly agreed.  Ford and the Soviets agreed in 
November 1974 to the Vladivostok Accords, which provided a general outline for a 
successor treaty to SALT I, negotiated by Nixon and Kissinger in 1972.  But for the 
remainder of the Ford administration, discussions among American and Soviet 
negotiators about the exact details of a new treaty failed, largely because of differences 
over limits on Soviet bombers and American cruise missiles. 

Breakdowns occurred in other areas of the Soviet-American relationship as well, most 
notably in Africa.  In Angola, three factions vied for control of the government in the 
wake of that nation’s independence from Portugal in 1975.  A civil war soon broke out 
between these groups, with the Soviet Union and the United States, as well as China, 
providing financial and military support to different factions; the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) became deeply involved in Angola.  The entrance into the conflict of large 
numbers of Cuban troops in the spring of 1975 only raised the stakes—and 
exacerbated tensions between the superpowers by the time Ford left office.  

6. Jimmy Carter 
Jimmy Carter had hoped that American relations with the Soviet Union would continue 
to improve and that the two nations could come to economic and arms control 
agreements that would relax Cold War tensions.  He believed that American power 
should be exercised sparingly and that the United States should avoid military 
interventions as much as possible. 

Carter’s appointment to the National Security Council (NSC) of an adviser who was 
profoundly suspicious of Soviet motives led Carter into several major confrontations with 
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the Russians.  Carter ordered a massive five-year defense buildup that the Soviets 
found disturbing.  Soon after, the Soviets invaded Afghanistan to give support to the 
Afghan Communist government in its conflict with anti-Communist Muslim guerrillas.  
The guerrilla war that ensued put a crimp in arms control talks between Moscow and 
Washington, since the Afghan resistance was being supported by aid from the United 
States.  More importantly, Carter and his Soviet counterpart, Leonid Brezhnev, signed 
the SALT II treaty, but after the invasion Carter withdrew it, to Brezhnev’s consternation.  
Carter also cut off grain sales to the Soviet Union and ordered a boycott of the 1980 
Moscow Summer Olympics by U.S. athletes.  These embargoes only prolonged the 
tension between the two countries.  The Soviets would occupy Afghanistan for the next 
ten years, while the USSR boycotted the 1984 Los Angeles Summer Olympics. 

7. Ronald Reagan 
Reagan had read and thought deeply about American foreign policy and brought with 
him to the White House a number of strong convictions.  He regarded Communism as 
an immoral and destructive ideology and believed that the Soviet Union was bent on 
world domination.  He had previously supported containment, but Reagan believed that 
the Soviets had taken advantage of détente.  He also promised to end the weakness of 
the Carter era by restoring the United States to military greatness.  Reagan embraced a 
policy of “peace through strength,” believing that only by building up American armed 
forces strong enough to defeat the Soviet Union could the United States deter the 
Communists from instigating World War III.  Despite this bravado, Reagan was 
constantly worried throughout his presidency that the two sides might blunder into 
nuclear war.  His vision was of a world free of nuclear weapons and the terror they 
posed to all mankind. 

During Reagan’s first years in office, U.S.-Soviet relations were unstable.  On the Soviet 
side, a succession of changes in the nation’s leadership—three different leaders during 
the first Reagan term—produced a foreign policy that oscillated between militancy and 
conciliation.  Reagan restarted arms talks with the Soviets in 1982, declaring that his 
goal was not to limit the arms race—as the SALT II treaty had sought—but to reduce 
the superpowers’ stockpiles of nuclear weapons.  Despite these pragmatic moves, 
Soviet-American relations during the first three years of the Reagan administration were 
marked by tension and confrontation. 

The sole U.S. military intervention during the Reagan presidency came with the invasion 
of Grenada in 1983, where Communist factions were in the in the midst of toppling the 
government.  Reagan welcomed the opportunity to act because he saw Grenada as a 
Soviet and Cuban beachhead.  The U.S. military forces subdued the small detachment 
of Communist forces on the island within a few days.  While there were several other 
instances where Reagan sought to impose force in world regions vulnerable to 
Communist takeover, Grenada was widely viewed as an American success in the 
suppression of Soviet uprisings.   

By 1986, it appeared that the Soviets had gotten some steady leadership with Mikhail 
Gorbachev.  Gorbachev believed that the restructuring of the Soviet economy 
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(“perestroika”) could only occur if accompanied by political liberalization (“glasnost”).  
Reform was possible only with better superpower relations.  A less antagonistic Soviet-
American relationship, Gorbachev believed, would permit a shift of money and 
resources away from the Soviet military toward the suffering economy.  Reagan sensed 
that Gorbachev was a different sort of Soviet leader and requested to meet with him.  
The two had their first summit in Geneva in 1985, which laid the foundation for three 
other summits.   

Despite some tense moments, superpower relations continued to improve during 
Reagan’s final year in office. The capstone of the Reagan-Gorbachev relationship, 
however, occurred in 1988 when Reagan visited the Soviet Union.  Reagan, the most 
outspoken anti-Communist elected to the American presidency, met Soviet citizens in 
Red Square and spoke to students at Gorbachev’s alma mater.  By the time Reagan’s 
presidency concluded, the Cold War was not formally over, but its end was in sight.   

 


