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Author’s Note

there is a long and ignoble tradition of  writers who devour the work 
of  their researchers and publish it as their own. academics are noto-
riously inclined to put their name on papers substantially written by 
their students. acknowledgements can be slight and grudging. But I 
have the opposite problem. so brilliant and assiduous has the work 
of  my researcher been that I would dearly wish to see him given a 
co-author credit for this book. the fact that he is my son, Daniel 
sixsmith, of  whom I am rather fond, plays no part in my unbounded 
admiration for his historical knowledge, scholarly expertise and end-
lessly creative originality. 

London, February 2021
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PrefaCe

the Cold War pitted the United states of  america and the soviet 
Union against one another for the best part of  fifty years. from the 
end of  the second World War to the dissolution of  the Ussr in 1991, 
the psychodrama playing out between the superpowers held the 
world in thrall. the Cold War, both sides declared, was a contest of  
competing social, economic, political and ethical systems, each of  
them professing a monopoly on wisdom and the keys to humankind’s 
future. Washington and Moscow explored and constructed their 
own identities in opposition to and competition with each other; 
each sought to persuade, cajole or intimidate the rest of  the globe to 
support their cause. It was a conflict in which the battleground was, 
to an unprecedented extent, the human mind: the aim was control 
not just of  territory, resources and power, but of  loyalties, belief  and 
the nature of  reality.

histories of  the Cold War – charting facts and dates, speeches 
and events, stalemates and stand-offs – are not in short supply. But 
what strikes me as most remarkable – and what this book proposes 
to examine – is the way this extraordinary period shaped not just the 
experiences but the thinking of  millions of  people, from the politi-
cians at the top to the ordinary men and women scurrying down the 
steps to their basement fallout shelters; and how some of  the mental 
processes inculcated by the Cold War continue to influence the way 
we see the world today. 

With no direct military confrontation between the two superpow-
ers, neither side could achieve physical domination over the other.* 

* In 1945, George orwell used the term ‘Cold War’ to describe the stagnant 
conflict that might develop between nuclear powers (George orwell, ‘You and 
the atom Bomb’, Tribune, 19 october 1945. www.orwellfoundation.com/the-
orwell-foundation/orwell/essays-and-other-works/you-and-the-atom-bomb/). 
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x  The War of  nerves

Instead, regimes in east and West deployed psychological means to 
keep their domestic population – and sometimes their enemies’ pop-
ulation – convinced of  their superiority. the timing was propitious. 
at the start of  the twentieth century, the once arcane science of  psy-
chology had begun to percolate into popular awareness. freudian 
psychoanalysis penetrated modern culture; behavioural psychology 
colonised the economy, administration and government. Companies 
used it for the organisation of  their workforce and factories, govern-
ments in the planning of  their educational systems, the army for 
intelligence and aptitude tests. for the competing powers, psychology 
was a tool: a means to convince the world, perhaps at times them-
selves, of  their own righteousness and their enemy’s iniquity. they 
used overt propaganda – state media; radio, television, posters – but 
also more nuanced messages conveyed through ostensibly independ-
ent channels. Literature, art, music and cinema were co-opted by both 
the Ussr and the Usa (the former more blatantly than the latter, but 
both with stubborn persistence) to embody the message that we are 
right and they are wrong.

each side strove to understand the thinking of  the other in an 
ongoing guessing game that at times strained the boundaries of  what 
psychologists call theory of  Mind – the ability to understand that 
others may think differently from oneself. Confirmation bias, the ten-
dency to select only that information which confirms our own beliefs, 
abounded: the minutes of  meetings stored in government archives 
showed ministers, generals and bureaucrats sifting the evidence of  
enemy thinking – then unerringly selecting only those pieces that 
supported what they had already decided to be the case. 

In both east and West, shorn of  direct experience of  what life 
was like across the divide, people largely believed what they were told 
about the ‘other’, albeit with fluctuating degrees of  conviction. Both 

It was taken up by the americans Bernard Baruch and Walter Lippmann, who 
applied it to the specific circumstances of  the soviet–american confrontation 
(andrew Glass, ‘Bernard Baruch coins term “Cold War”’, Politico, 16 april 2010. 
www.politico.com/story/2010/04/bernard-baruch-coins-term-cold-war-april- 
16-1947-035862). although it is true that uniformed american and soviet soldiers 
never fought each other, proxy wars were stoked, funded and supported by the 
opposing sides. Countries across the globe, particularly in the developing world, 
counted the dead, while americans and soviets experienced the largely bloodless 
version of  the Cold War.
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 Preface xi

sides experienced a pervasive fear stemming from a global tension 
between two systems, each with the means to destroy the planet. 
Years of  rumbling international hostility affected individual mental 
well-being, manifesting in social paranoia, catastrophising, and surges 
of  collective hysteria.

In 1969, twelve months after soviet tanks had crushed the Prague 
spring, I travelled as a schoolboy through a divided europe. the 
drama of  the sputnik years had persuaded our school to hire an 
adventurous young Cambridge graduate to teach us russian. that 
summer he took us on a series of  trains through france, Belgium, 
West Germany, then on into the soviet Union. We were bolshie 
grammar school boys going boldly, boorishly to the mysterious land 
whose language we had been learning, eager to meet the russian 
babushkas, soldaty and studentkas we had been declining in number, 
gender and case for the past two years. 

When our train crossed the border from Poland into the soviet 
Union at Brest, in what is now Belarus, we shuffled onto a windswept 
platform to see our carriages hoisted aloft while new bogies for the 
wide-gauge soviet tracks, selected long ago to baffle western invad-
ers, were shunted under them. eighteen hours later we were on a 
smoke-spewing Intourist bus rattling down Moscow’s traffic-free six-
lane boulevards to our hotel beside the Kremlin. 

howard Cooper was allocated room 107, where we deciphered 
a plaque to its previous occupants, vladimir Lenin and Nadezhda 
Krupskaya. to our great delight, we were woken in the night by 
phone calls from sultry-voiced ladies proposing things more inter-
esting than a history lesson. When our teacher warned us under no 
circumstances to accept, Linklater said, ‘But sir, what if  we just want 
to practise our russian?’

We stood out from the locals because we wore bright t-shirts 
and jeans, chewed chewing gum and had biros to write with. We 
had them, they wanted them; fraternisation ensued. ‘shooing gum? 
shooing gum?’ said the urchins. ‘You got jeans? You like icon?’ said 
the men in leather jackets. ‘You want change me money?’ said the 
alluring blondinkas. after the first week we had empty suitcases and 
a good grounding in the economics of  the eastern Bloc. Years later 
I was unshocked to discover in socialist romania that packs of  Kent 
cigarettes had replaced the worthless Leu as the favoured unit of  
currency. 
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xii  The War of  nerves

russia became a part of  my life. I studied its language, history 
and culture at university in england, then as a postgraduate in the 
United states. after that first eye-opening foray, I went back regu-
larly. I saw how Leonid Brezhnev’s pathological fear of  change and 
blind commitment to the arms race was bankrupting the country. 
People struggled to get life’s necessities, including food and adequate 
clothing. Luxury goods such as tvs were as rare as a green soviet 
flag. even getting on the waiting list for a fridge was an achievement. 
Jokes were a psychological prop that kept people sane: there was a 
popular one about a man who does finally get on the list, and when 
he asks when he can collect his fridge the official says, ‘on the tenth 
of  august the year after next.’ But the man looks in his diary and 
says, ‘that day’s no good.’ the official asks him why, and the man 
says, ‘Because that’s the day the plumber’s coming to fix my heating.’ 

as a student at harvard in the late 1970s I saw the other side of  the 
coin. the americans in my class had their own humour, much of  it 
aimed at the ‘commies’. they had grown up in the era of  duck-and-
cover drills anticipating nuclear war; memories of  paranoia-inducing 
McCarthyism remained fresh and, thanks to stanley Kubrick’s Dr. 
Strangelove, they knew exactly how the apocalypse would be played 
out. My academic thesis was about russian poetry, but it was impos-
sible to avoid the politics. 

I spent the endgame of  the Cold War flitting between east and 
West as a correspondent for the BBC. Between 1980 and 1997 I was 
based for four years in Brussels, three in Warsaw, four in Washington 
DC and five in Moscow. In the Usa I found fear, mistrust and hatred 
of  the soviet enemy; few were the voices that praised the commu-
nist system. In the Ussr I saw the same things in reverse, but with 
an added dimension of  envy and sneaking admiration. the extraor-
dinary ‘kitchen debate’ of  1959, later broadcast on soviet television, 
when Nikita Khrushchev and richard Nixon traded barbs about 
which country made the better dishwashers, had encapsulated the 
swaggering braggadocio of  two opposed systems. But for ordinary 
russians it was the sight of  american homes with fitted kitchens – 
which certainly weren’t fixtures in their own homes – that made the 
most lasting impact. 

When soviet communism collapsed, after seventy-four years 
of  the greatest social experiment the world has ever seen, the West 
spectacularly misjudged the psychology of  the times. after decades 
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of  misery under communism, the russian people were willing to 
do almost anything to share in the freedoms and economic success 
of  the West. Boris Yeltsin renounced the past, threw open russia’s 
borders and secrets. friendship was the name of  the game. But the 
victors spent little time reflecting on the sensitivities of  the defeated: 
the West treated russia with condescension, and in the years follow-
ing 1991 trod on every one of  its exposed nerves. 

By the time I left the BBC to go and work for the newly elected 
prime minister, tony Blair, the Cold War was yesterday’s news; the 
psychology of  soviet–american confrontation seemed a subject 
of  merely historical interest. Unrestricted capitalism had come to 
Moscow; a select few made billions, while the rest of  the country 
descended into corruption, poverty and violence, culminating in a 
series of  catastrophic financial and constitutional crises. By 2000, 
russians had had enough. Western-style democracy seemed to bring 
only chaos and suffering. vladimir Putin, then almost as unknown to 
russians as he was to the wider world, set out to restore stability and 
pride to a country in crisis. 

two decades on, he has largely achieved his aims, but at the cost 
of  relations with the West. Moscow once again blusters and threatens, 
flexing its muscles on the international stage, eliminating its enemies 
at home and abroad. We read how the russians are spying, hacking, 
sabotaging and subverting; and we can be sure that we are doing the 
same to them. Mass nuclear drills in russia’s cities are a salutary sight 
for all to behold. 

In the West, too, the icy chill re-descending on international rela-
tions has resurrected elements of  Cold War thinking, or at least a 
nostalgia-tinted version of  it; a harking back to a time when we knew 
who our enemy was, when our own problems and failings could be 
blamed on the malevolent ‘other’ seeking to do us harm. the thinking 
of  truman and stalin, Kennedy and Khrushchev, Nixon and Brezhnev, 
reagan and Gorbachev, the men who led the world to the brink; their 
hopes, fears and devious designs; the methods they used to mould the 
psyche of  their populations; and the devastating emotional impact 
on the millions who lived in daily terror of  nuclear conflagration, are 
things of  which we would do well to remind ourselves.
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1

INDIvIDUaL or CoLLeCtIve – 

tWo NatIoNaL PsYChes

Long before either the advent of  communism or the twentieth-
century antagonism that pitched them into bitter rivalry, russia and 
america were already identified as competing poles of  social and 
spiritual values. In 1835, the french historian alexis de tocqueville 
predicted with uncanny precision the global dominance the two 
would achieve:

there are, at the present time, two great nations in the world … 
I allude to the russians and the americans. Both of  them have 
grown up unnoticed; and whilst the attention of  mankind was 
directed elsewhere, they have suddenly assumed a most prom-
inent place amongst the nations; and the world learned their 
existence and their greatness at almost the same time. all other 
nations seem to have nearly reached their natural limits … but 
[russia and america] are proceeding with ease and with celerity 
along a path to which the human eye can assign no term.1 

In 1835, Moscow and Washington seemed content to plough their non-
intersecting furrows, but de tocqueville foresaw a future in which 
the world would be divided between their irreconcilable visions of  
human nature. ‘the anglo-american relies upon personal interest to 
accomplish his ends, and gives free scope to the unguided exertions 
and common-sense of  the citizens; the russian centres all the author-
ity of  society in a single arm: the principal instrument of  the former 
is freedom; of  the latter servitude.’2 that distinction between the 
individual and the collective sits at the heart of  the values america 
and russia would come to represent. It would condition their beliefs, 
their motivation and their national character. It would define how 
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2  The War of  nerves

they viewed themselves, and each other – and in each, it would foster 
the messianic drive to prove that their way was best.

for a millennium, russia has been an autocracy with power concen-
trated in the hands of  an all-powerful leader or leadership group. 
strong centralised rule has held together a disparate, centripetal 
empire and preserved it from the predations of  powerful foreign 
enemies. sporadic attempts at democracy have ended in a return 
to the same default mode of  governance; the cause of  the state has 
taken priority over the interests of  the individual.

In the twenty-first century, vladimir Putin sits at the head of  
what he terms a ‘power vertical’, governing from the top, appointing 
figures loyal to the state to key positions where they implement policy 
decisions. the federal centre controls the appointment of  regional 
governors, judges and security chiefs. the president’s friends run the 
major state industries, enriching themselves and him. Putin refers 
to it as ‘managed democracy’ – under the communists it was called 
‘democratic centralism’ – but it began in the time of  Ivan the terrible. 
In the sixteenth century, russia was a capricious autocracy, with the 
tsar at the top, the people at the bottom and few civic institutions to 
mediate power between them. Corrupt, often uneducated placemen 
appointed through personal connections wielded unchecked author-
ity over justice, taxes and daily life. the system of  kormlenie – literally 
‘feeding’ – saw a succession of  tsars give their favourites responsibility 
for administering a geographical region or a sector of  the economy. 
the appointee would receive no salary, but would have the right to 
enrich himself  from the cash flow his activities generated. It was a 
licence to fleece the people. It brought great loyalty from those the 
tsar had appointed and great power for the monarch who held their 
fate in his hands.

the United states, since 1776, has been a democracy, with mod-
erating institutions, checks and balances and a division of  powers 
that enshrine the right of  the people to oversight and control of  their 
elected representatives. the state has foregone absolute power and 
freed the individual to exercise his or her initiative in the pursuit of  
private gain and happiness. 

at times in america, too, governors, sheriffs, city mayors, local 
and national officials have abused their powers for personal gain. But 
graft has never been endemic in the fabric of  national government. 
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 individual or Collective – Two national Psyches 3

Because the state does not enjoy absolute political power, neither 
does it enjoy economic impunity. the years since 1776 have been char-
acterised by a devotion to the notion of  liberty, implanted first by a 
rejection of  the civic curtailments enforced by Britain, then main-
tained by a population wary of  a return to tyranny. 

the concept of  liberty in the Us has been based on the protection 
of  natural rights, presumed to be inherent in the nature of  man. It has 
offered guarantees for the self-governance of  local communities, pro-
tected economic autonomy, defined social justice and underpinned 
moral freedoms in areas of  personal conscience. 

there have been challenges. anti-federalist campaigners con-
tended that freedoms were best preserved at local level or at the level 
of  individual states, rather than by national government. the dispute 
played a role in the outbreak of  civil war; slavery was a stain on the 
lofty ideals of  the young nation. It surfaced in continuing opposition 
to ‘big government’ and surprising (at least, to european eyes) anger 
about federal initiatives such as Barack obama’s plan for national 
healthcare. But at all times, liberty was at the heart of  the debate and 
at least some of  the people had a say in it. Citizens neither laid down 
nor were pressured to lay down their individual rights to the collec-
tive cause of  the state. 

Unlike america, russian lands were vulnerable, not shielded by pro-
tecting oceans, open on all sides to hostile forces: from the twelfth 
century, fierce nomadic tribes in the southern steppes had been 
raiding Kievan rus’* to pillage, murder and kidnap. the wild dan-
gerous steppe and the dark forces contained within it became an 
enduring terror myth in the national psyche.†

this conviction that russia is vulnerable helps explain behaviour 
that can seem strange to the West – the readiness to sacrifice the 
individual, the subjugation of  personal interests to the good of  the 
whole, the collectivist ethos that enshrines the state as the supreme 
national priority. It’s seen in the unflinching expenditure of  russian 
lives in battle, the aggressiveness of  a military stance that flows from 
the certainty of  national weakness, and the widespread acceptance 

* the medieval forerunner to what would become the russian state.
† from their depths would come forth the Mongol hordes that ruled over much of  
european russia for two hundred years.
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4  The War of  nerves

that the state has the absolute right to murder its enemies abroad. 
When the Kremlin suppresses dissenting voices, jails opposition 
candidates and closes critical media outlets, the outcry within the 
country is minimal. Independent polls show that the majority of  rus-
sians support vladimir Putin because they buy into the millennial 
credo that only a powerful state can guarantee order at home and 
protection from hostile outside forces. 

the russian state’s reliance on the readiness of  the individual 
to sacrifice him or herself  in the cause of  the collective supposed 
a benevolent view of  human nature, in which mankind was held 
to be cooperative, altruistic, ready to forego selfish aims in further-
ance of  the common good. this concept was explicitly posited in 
the years of  soviet communism (though Moscow frequently had to 
‘enforce human goodness’). the american model, in contrast, held 
that human nature was innately competitive, programmed to seek 
the ultimate personal benefit from life. If  government were to be 
truly of  the people, by the people and for the people, it would have to 
accept the reality of  human selfishness and harness it for the success 
of  the nation. 

the american conservative thinker and political commentator 
Charles Krauthammer, a qualified psychiatrist who experienced life 
in the White house from the inside, wrote that the supposition of  
human virtue plays no part in the american concept of  governance.

I would say, unlike a lot of  other political systems, which are 
based on the notion of  the virtue of  the individual, the ameri-
can system is constructed in a way that it requires it the least. 
In fact, to me the american system was and is the most realistic 
in understanding the fallen condition of  the human being and 
expecting very little of  the individual.3

Krauthammer concluded that the american understanding of  human 
nature – flawed, selfish and competitive – produced a more success-
ful, more enduring system of  governance than those predicated on 
idealised notions of  human goodness. the american conception of  
individual economic liberty, thought of  by Krauthammer as  smithian 
capitalism, grew directly from the concept of  natural rights and 
underpinned the construction of  nineteenth-century america. the 
main duty of  government was to get out of  the way of  the citizen, 

War of Nerves   4 16/09/2021   12:01



 individual or Collective – Two national Psyches 5

allowing him or her to shape his or her own personal and economic 
well-being; individual economic enterprise was the key to the vigour 
and prosperity of  the whole. 

With the exception of  the brief, failed experiments with democracy 
that occurred sporadically in her history, russia has experienced no 
comparable discussion of  the merits of  individual rights. the unques-
tioned predominance of  the state dates back to the occupation of  
russian lands by the Mongols between 1237 and 1480, during which 
russia’s population was subjugated, her economy disrupted and her 
development set back. the nineteenth-century political philosopher 
Pyotr Chaadayev identified the Mongol occupation as the genesis of  
russia’s enduring failure to develop as a western nation: 

our history began in barbarity and backwardness, followed by 
brutal foreign oppression whose values were imbibed by our 
own rulers. Cut off  from the rest of  humanity, we failed to 
acquire the universal values of  duty, justice and the rule of  law. 
When we finally threw off  the Mongol yoke, the new ideas that 
had blossomed in Western europe did not penetrate our state 
of  oppression and slavery, because we were isolated from the 
human race. We fell into a condition of  ever deeper servitude. 
While the whole world was being rebuilt and renewed, nothing 
was built in russia.4 

In the two centuries of  Mongol rule, the russian princes grew to 
admire the Mongol model of  an autocratic, militarised state. When 
the Mongols left, they adopted it for themselves. Civic participation 
and respect for the law, glimpsed in some of  the russian princedoms 
before 1237, were replaced by an all-powerful state that crushed free-
doms but brought strength and political unity. In the centuries ahead, 
it would become russia’s default position. 

In contrast, by the end of  the eighteenth century, when the tenets 
of  governance for the new nation of  america were being laid down, 
the century of  enlightenment had pushed those values already inher-
ited from europe further along the road to democracy. the french 
revolution of  1789 enshrined the principle that individuals are free to 
do what they wish, as long as they do not violate the rights of  their 
neighbour. ‘Liberty consists in the ability to do whatever does not 
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6  The War of  nerves

harm another,’ asserted the Déclaration des droits de l’homme. thomas 
Jefferson, who had been in Paris and had helped the french to draft 
the Déclaration, promoted its principles in america. ‘rightful liberty 
is unobstructed action according to our will,’ he wrote to a corre-
spondent in 1819, ‘within limits drawn around us by the equal rights 
of  others. I do not add “within the limits of  the law” because law is 
often but the tyrant’s will, and always so when it violates the rights 
of  the individual.’5

russia was presented with her own opportunity to enter the 
community of  democratic nations in early 1917. the provisional gov-
ernment of  alexander Kerensky, which took power after the popular 
february revolution, began to introduce western-style parliamen-
tary reforms, with free elections to a national constituent assembly, a 
body that was intended to pave the way for a constitution and a parlia-
ment based on universal suffrage. after a largely peaceful election, in 
which two-thirds of  the population voted, the constituent assembly 
convened in the tauride Palace in st Petersburg on 5 January 1918. But 
by then, Kerensky’s government had been forcibly removed by the 
Bolsheviks’ october coup, and Lenin, whose party had not done well 
in the elections, wasn’t about to let democratic niceties threaten his 
hold on power. the Bolshevik deputies walked out after the first votes 
went against them, then sent soldiers with guns to evict every one 
else. ‘everything has turned out for the best,’ Lenin wrote afterwards. 
‘the dissolution of  the Constituent assembly means the complete 
and open repudiation of  democracy in favour of  dictatorship. this 
will be a valuable lesson.’6

the russian people’s striving for freedom and self-government 
in 1917 had delivered them up to a new and even more oppressive 
despotism that would endure until the collapse of  the soviet Union 
in 1991. In the course of  those seventy-four years, relations between 
Moscow and Washington would evolve through tension to crisis to 
the brink of  war. at the root of  it was a conflict between two inimical 
systems: the american way of  individualism and liberty versus the 
ingrained russian heritage of  collective endeavour and subservience 
to the state. In the second half  of  the twentieth century, vast swathes 
of  humanity would be forced, cajoled or seduced into conforming to 
one or the other.
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tWo NatIoNs; tWo MIssIoNs

at the end of  the second World War, the economic and military might 
of  the Us and the Ussr outstripped that of  other nations by such a 
margin that the only threat they faced was from each other. emerg-
ing from the war with a clear conception of  their own achievements 
and power, each became gripped by fear of  the rival beyond their 
borders, and concluded that the threat must be controlled. to do so, 
they would need to convince as many countries as possible, using any 
methods necessary, that their way of  doing things was the right one.

the Bolsheviks had assumed communism was right for, and 
would be welcomed by, humankind. But the failure of  worldwide 
revolution led stalin to promote the isolationist policy of  ‘socialism in 
one country’, before the war brought it to a dramatic end. the amer-
icans, for their part, exported democratic capitalism with a relentless 
assurance that would endure into the twenty-first century. In the war 
of  nerves that developed after 1945, each side championed their cause 
with a quasi-religious zeal while struggling to understand that the 
other might think differently. In cold war as in hot, there is a premium 
on deciphering the enemy’s motives and intentions. But Washington 
and Moscow fell into the trap of  imputing their own reasoning to the 
other. how could anybody not think like us? 

the resulting misunderstandings and misinterpretations would 
lead to a decades-long period of  international tension that benefited 
neither the superpowers nor the rest of  the world. Why did Moscow 
and Washington convince themselves that postwar international poli-
tics was a zero-sum game? 

even in 1945, the facts hardly supported the fear. By any objective 
measure, the Ussr was no threat to the Us; its industrial base had 
been ravaged and its population decimated. three hundred thousand 
americans had died in the war, but the soviets lost over 20 million 
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people. the Us economy was thriving; the soviet Union was a shell of  
what it had been. as late as 1959, Nikita Khrushchev would still vainly 
be promising that with time the Ussr would ‘catch up’ with america. 

‘the soviet Union was never the other superpower,’ writes the 
Cold War historian odd arne Westad. ‘the gap that separated the 
communist regime from the United states in economic achievement, 
technological innovation, and overall military capability was so great 
that it is impossible to place the two in the same category.’1

the reason Washington so feared the prospect of  soviet dom-
inance was to do with the way each side perceived the other, and 
how they allowed their preconceptions to colour what they saw. the 
opacity of  soviet politics meant the West had no clear view of  what 
went on in Moscow, meaning that western observers superimposed 
templates from their own experience. Both Washington and London 
took for granted, for instance, that there would be a range of  political 
forces in the Kremlin pushing for different things. Western intelli-
gence reports from the time refer, mistakenly, to hardline elements in 
the politburo that were supposedly forcing stalin to act more aggres-
sively than he himself  wished. 

the soviets, on the other hand, could follow the goings-on of  
american politics through the western media and the open reporting 
of  policy discussions. But they too refracted what they saw through 
the prism of  their own experience. the Kremlin concluded that 
western democracy was a pretence, an act put on for show, and that 
the levers of  power were in reality pulled by the hidden hand of  sin-
ister industrialists and millionaires.

the tendency to attribute one’s own thoughts and practices to the 
other side characterised political discourse in both countries and has 
continued into modern times, where legitimate concerns about the 
manoeuvring of  the other are magnified by pre-digested stereotypes. 
Notions of  russian chicanery shaped american responses to Donald 
trump’s 2016 gambit towards Moscow, in particular the assumption 
that he was being manipulated by Kremlin blackmail. a history of  
exaggerated assessments of  Washington’s ability to spread hard and 
soft power made it easy for the Kremlin to attribute domestic reverses 
and unrest to the covert hand of  the CIa. 

russophobia emerged much later in america than it did in 
europe. Before the nineteenth century, the two countries felt a degree 
of  mutual affinity, viewing one another as a mirror image across the 
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Pacific. as late as 1881, Walt Whitman could write that russia and 
america ‘so resemble each other’ in a whole list of  national character-
istics, including their sense of  ‘historic and divine mission’.2 through 
much of  the nineteenth century it was against europe that russia 
had measured herself. Defining herself  by comparison to the Great 
Powers, Germany, france and the United Kingdom, russia had devel-
oped a complex mixture of  inferiority and superiority complexes.3 
from the early twentieth century, and unmistakably in the years after 
the second World War, the role of  dark shadow alter ego was taken 
over by an increasingly powerful United states. 

In 2017, historians from america and russia attempted to trace 
the origins of  the misconceptions that have characterised relations 
between the two countries. In a paper titled ‘a Genealogy of  ameri-
can russophobia’, sean Guillory, from the russian and east european 
studies Center at the University of  Pittsburgh, argued that the amer-
ican portrayal of  bogeyman-russia had its roots in america’s own 
self-image. ‘In american eyes, russia appeared as a distortion of  the 
american self, reflected through a carnival mirror. It’s a distorted, dis-
figured, inchoate, even horrifying image, but still an enigmatic source 
for american self-juxtaposition and psychological displacement.’4 Ilya 
Budraitskis, of  the russian academy of  sciences, wrote that soviet 
anti-americanism ‘gradually developed as a dynamic combination of  
the political and the moral. If  the first was defined by the confronta-
tion of  superpowers, the second addressed the fight for the soul of  
every individual soviet person.’ according to Budraitskis, the Us was 
viewed as ‘a power awakening dark, instinctive sides: greed, unbri-
dled sexuality, a taste for primitive culture stirring up base passions 
and desires’.5 america was an inimical, corrupting influence, ‘a virus 
infecting a soviet society whose immune system had been weak-
ened’,6 undermining the morale of  soviet citizens and the stability 
of  the soviet system. 

Different viewpoints; different perspectives: but both advanced 
with a messianic energy, driven by the conviction of  their own excep-
tionalism. according to the american historian David foglesong, 
such obsession and passion could be generated only between two 
societies that were more alike than they cared to admit. 

since russia could be seen as both like and unlike america – 
both Christian and heathen, european and asiatic, white and 
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dark – gazing at russia involved the strange fascination of  
looking into a skewed mirror. the commonalities such as youth, 
vast territory and frontier expansion that made russia seem akin 
to the United states for much of  the nineteenth century served 
to make russia especially fitted for the role of  ‘imaginary twin’ 
or ‘dark double’ that it assumed after the 1880s and continued 
to play throughout the twentieth century … thus, more endur-
ingly than any other country, russia came to be seen as both an 
object of  the american mission and the opposite of  american 
virtues.7

america strove to rescue russia from the error of  her ways with 
the hurt feelings of  a sibling horrified by the other’s betrayal. In the 
atheistic era of  soviet socialism, religion became a focus of  the amer-
ican ‘mission’, key to the assertion of  its influence.8 Church leaders 
blessed the crusade to save souls in the heathen empire, and President 
franklin roosevelt predicted that the soviet Union would be swept 
by a religious revival. the diplomat George Kennan reported that 
the Bolshevik regime had failed to eradicate religious sensibility and 
had ‘lost moral dominion over the masses of  the russian population’. 

In 1630, John Winthrop had characterised his ideal america as ‘a 
shining city upon a hill’, populated by free men, open to all religious 
creeds and beliefs. By the twentieth century, ‘the shining city’ had 
become a byword for the american dream. John Kennedy spoke of  it 
before his inauguration, and ronald reagan made it an article of  faith 
for his time in the White house.9

that ‘shining city upon a hill’ is what americans strove to bring 
to russia. But russia had its own messianic mission, dating back con-
siderably further. In 1453, the destruction of  Christian Byzantium by 
the turks left Muscovy as the sole remaining bastion of  the orthodox 
faith, directly exposed now to the expanding empire of  Islam. the 
emerging nation embraced the God-given mission to defend the civi-
lised world against the infidel. a mystical prophetic text known as The 
Legend of  the White Cowl circulated, claiming to consecrate Moscow as 
the ‘third rome’, the true guardian of  God’s rule.10 

after 1917, the idealist despots of  Leninist socialism recast this 
myth for their own purposes. Moscow the third rome became 
Moscow the third International, destined to redeem the world 
through the new religion of  communism. Just as Christian russia 
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believed for centuries that it had a God-given mission to bring truth 
and enlightenment to mankind, so russian communism believed 
in its own holy destiny to change, educate and perfect the human 
species.

Whether american or russian, burnishing a nation’s credentials 
as a global champion of  truth and goodness requires an adversary 
against whose failings such behaviour can be validated.11 as George 
Kennan remarked, neither the american self-image nor the soviet 
self-image could exist without the other: ‘to cultivate the idea of  
american innocence and virtue … requires an opposite pole of  
evil’.12 similarly, to Georgy arbatov, the Kremlin’s leading expert 
on america, ‘the United states needs the soviet Union to satisfy the 

at the heart of  the Cold War lay two faiths. one asserted that Jesus could 
show man the way to heaven in the afterlife, the other that Marxism–

Leninism could create such a paradise on earth.

War of Nerves   11 16/09/2021   12:01


