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By the 1960s, the long years of the Cold War had shaped stable policy
mindsets in the decision-making elites in both superpowers and lodged
them deeply within their national security institutions and practices.
Although there were notable shifts in the patterns of superpower relation-
ships over 20 years of what might be called the ‘mature’ Cold War, what
struck observers at the time, and still stands out in hindsight, is stability.
By the 19805, it had become clear that in the absence of major change in
these deeply embedded foreign-policy mindsets - what many international
relations scholars have come to call foreign-policy ‘identities’ — superpower
cooperation could not develop beyond very strict limits. When superpower
cooperation of a new and profoundly deep type finally emerged in the Jate
1980s, the tumultuous politics of identity change — at least, on the Soviet
side — were at centre stage,

The end of the Cold War thus added a major impulse to the turn
towards the study of ideas and identity in international relations.' The
experience appeared to ratify the central proposition of constructivist
scholarship that states’ interests are powerfully shaped by their identities.?
But the new wave of scholarship left unanswered two fundamental ques-
tions: Why do these deeply embedded ideas and policy practices (for con-
venience, let us adopt the convention and call them ‘identities’) change?
And what role, if any, do material incentives play in prompting them to
change and shaping their evolution?

In this chapter, we address these questions, using the Soviet turn
towards superpower cooperation after 1985 as a case study of identity
change. We argue that there are many reasons to expect that changing eco-
nomic incentives can contribute to identity change, and that they clearly
played a central role in the Soviet case. Elsewhere, we have established that
changing economic incentives were of central importance in prompting
the Soviet Union to alter course in international relations.” Indeed, few
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scholars appear to question that basic proposition any longer.* However,
many scholars hold that while cconomic incentives may have contributed
strongly to the initiation of new Soviet approaches, only other factors
such as new thinking or entrepreneurial leadership can explain the
profound depth and extensiveness of the subsequent impuise toward
cooperation.

We show that this last argument is untenable. If a certain magnitude of
economic pressures prompted Moscow to shift its approach, then there are
strong reasons to cxpect an even larger amount of economic distress to
generate movement towards a proportionately greater reduction in Soviet
foreign-policy claims on the international system. This, it turns out, is pre-
cisely what happened during the turn to superpower cooperation, which
only reached fruition when the Soviet Union was literally on its last legs,
economtically.

The chapter proceeds in four parts. First, we explain why scholars of
international relations have been slow to explore the potential connections
between economic incentives and identity change. In that section we set
forth our simple model of identity change based on the standard economic
mode of explanation: people change behaviour in response to relative
costs and benefits measured in economic terms, Second, we briefly review
the nature of the economic constraints facing the Soviet Union during the
1980s. Third, we show how changes in the Soviet approach to the outside
world - associated policies, practices and beliefs that are all captured under
the rubric of identity — progressed in tandem with these mounting eco-
nomic constraints. We then show how each major policy departure was
intimately related to rapidly escalating economic costs. The third section
addresses the Soviet leaders’ decision not to use force to retain their direct
control over their Warsaw Pact allies in Eastern Europe. Finally, the fourth
section addresses Moscow’s anguishing decision to accept US and West
German terms for a final ending of the Cold War in Europe.

Economic Incentives and Identity Change

Given the premise of this chapter, two prior questions arise. First, why
scholars of international refations have not already addressed the connec-
tion between economic change and identity change? Second, why should
we expect to them be related at all?

Why IR scholars have not explored the connection

Broadly speaking, social explanations come in two forms originally iden-
tified by Max Weber: the economic and the social.® At least within inter-
national relations (IR) scholarship in the United States, three intellectual
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biases prevent scholars from integrating these two perspectives and
addressing the connections between economic constraints and identity
change.

First, IR scholars who focus largely on economic incentives generally
ignore questions of identity because they have taken their cue from eco-
nomics, which, they believe, made immense progress precisely by exclud-
ing complex questions of preferences and tastes from their models.’
Following their economist brethren, IR scholars who focus on economic
incentives prefer to build their models by holding preferences constant and
altering incentives. The net result is that examining how changing eco-
nomic incentives affect identity formation simply does not present itself as
a problem that is worthwhile for these scholars to explore. While a signif-
icant number of rational-choice theorists have recently turned their atten-
tion to the question of preference formation, relatively few have shown any
interest in examining identity issues.®

Second, scholars interested in ideas and identity routinely use Kenneth
Waliz’s neo-realist framework as the foil for their analyses, because neo-
realism is typically seen as providing the definitive theoretical word on
material incentives in the international environment.® But neo-realism
encourages a restrictive focus on the balance of capabilities to the exclu-
sion of a broader analysis of economic incentives.'® In addition, the stan-
dard neo-realist conception of state preferences, in which security trumps
all other pricrities, including economic capacity, leads scholars away from
the causal mechanisms we address here.'! Indeed, in situations such as that
faced by the Soviet Union in the 1980s, it may make little sense to draw dis-
tinctions between cconomic capacity and security as state objectives,
because, as we show, Moscow’s changing material fortunes undermined
both goals simultaneously, '?

Third, constructivist scholars generally adopt a dismissive stance
towards what they consider material factors, such as economic incentives.
The burden of most constructivist arguments is to downplay the signifi-
cance of material incentives and to highlight the role of ideas.?’ Perhaps
the most prominent statement to this effect is Alex Wendt’s claim that
‘social life is “ideas all the way down™." When pressed, only ‘radical’ con-
structivists would likely defend an unconditional ‘ideas all the way down’
stance and all that such a theoretical position implies, empirically and
theoretically.'> Emblematic of this fact is that Wendst, in his later writings,
has explicitly backed away from this position.'® But even mainstream con-
structivism -- or what Hopf calls ‘conventional’ constructivism - reflects an
underlying assumption that ideas operate in the foreground of interna-
tional relations and material forces in the background.?’

Constructivist investigations of identity transformations clearly reflect
this underlying theoretical stance. The explanatory goal in these studies is,
typically, to show that change in identily can be understood without






