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    To the peacemakers and bridge-builders who seek to understand before they judge,
To the students of history who recognize that every nation's story is shaped by its wounds and aspirations,
To the diplomats and strategists who shoulder the burden of preventing catastrophic conflict,
And to all who believe that mutual comprehension, though difficult and imperfect, remains our best hope for coexistence in a world of competing powers.
"In a world of giants, wisdom lies not in denying difference, but in understanding it deeply enough to find paths through the darkness."

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The most dangerous delusion in international affairs is not that our adversaries are irrational, but that they think as we do. Every great power believes its own behavior to be defensive, its claims to be legitimate, and its vision of order to be just. Until we grasp that what appears to us as aggression may appear to them as resistance, what we call revisionism they may call restoration, and what we term hegemony they may experience as humiliation, we are condemned to cycles of mutual incomprehension that edge us closer to catastrophe.
This book does not ask you to agree with how Beijing views Taiwan, or how Moscow views Ukraine, or how Washington views its global role. It asks something harder: to understand how each power's actions follow logically from its own historical experience, geographic situation, and cultural framework. In a world of nuclear-armed giants, such understanding is not appeasement—it is prudence. It is not moral relativism—it is strategic necessity.
We cannot wish away the differences that divide the United States, China, and Russia. Their visions of legitimate order are genuinely incompatible in important respects. But if we cannot understand these differences, if we can only see them as manifestations of evil or irrationality, then we cannot manage them. And what cannot be managed may consume us all.
The 21st century will be defined by whether these three powers can coexist without catastrophic war. That possibility depends less on material capabilities than on mutual comprehension—on leaders and citizens who possess the intellectual courage to see the world through adversaries' eyes, even as they defend their own interests and values. This is the logic we must master if we are to survive the age of giants."
 
— Dr. Naim Tahir Baig   December 2024
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Dr. Naim Tahir Baig



In my decades researching international relations, strategic studies, and the complex dynamics of great power competition, I have witnessed the world transform from the unipolar moment of American triumphalism to the multipolar tensions that define our contemporary era. Having authored over fifty books on geopolitics, regional security dynamics, and the shifting balance of power—from The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism From Hegemonic Triumphalism to International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective—I have long grappled with the fundamental question animating this remarkable volume: How do great powers understand themselves, and how does that self-understanding shape their actions on the world stage?

The Logic of Giants arrives at a critical juncture in human history. As I write this preface in late 2025, the United States, China, and Russia find themselves locked in a complex dance of competition and cooperation, deterrence and dialogue, where miscalculation could prove catastrophic and understanding could prove redemptive. The stakes have never been higher. Nuclear arsenals stand ready. Economic interdependence coexists with strategic decoupling. Technological dominance has become synonymous with national survival. In such an environment, the ability to comprehend how our rivals think—not merely what they do—becomes not an academic luxury but a strategic necessity.

What makes this book exceptional is its refusal to engage in the comforting simplifications that plague so much contemporary analysis. Too often, American scholars present their nation as the defender of a rules-based order, ignoring the contradictions between rhetoric and practice. Too frequently, Chinese analysts portray their country's rise as purely defensive, eliding the genuine security dilemmas it creates for neighbors. Too readily, Russian commentators frame Moscow's actions as responses to Western aggression, without acknowledging the agency and anxieties of smaller nations caught between competing powers.

This volume takes a different approach. It presents each power's worldview as an internally coherent system—shaped by history, geography, political culture, and strategic necessity—without endorsing any of them. This methodological evenhandedness is rare and valuable. As someone who has studied security dynamics in South Asia through works like The Changing Security Dynamics Shaped The Power Imbalance Between India And Pakistan In The Post-Cold War Era, examined contemporary geopolitical shifts in Crossroads of Continents: The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor, and analyzed American institutional challenges in Trump's Siege on the Fed, I can attest to how difficult it is to maintain analytical distance from powers that shape our world so profoundly.

The book's structure reflects sophisticated understanding of how national identities are constructed. The opening chapters on historical memory and geography are not mere background; they are the foundational layers upon which everything else rests. When Americans invoke the "city on a hill" or Chinese leaders speak of the "century of humiliation," these are not empty phrases but organizing principles that structure threat perception, shape policy preferences, and determine what compromises seem acceptable or unconscionable.

Consider the contrasting geopolitical situations. The United States, blessed with oceanic moats and weak neighbors, developed a strategic culture based on power projection and forward defense. China, encircled by fourteen land borders and dependent on vulnerable sea lanes through what scholars have termed the "Malacca Dilemma," pursues a strategy combining internal consolidation with gradual expansion of its security perimeter. Russia, lacking natural barriers on the European plain, has historically sought security through buffer zones and spheres of influence. These are not arbitrary choices but responses to geographical imperatives that have shaped strategic thinking for centuries, as Robert Kaplan explored in The Revenge of Geography.

The chapters on each power's distinctive logic are particularly illuminating. The analysis of American liberal hegemony captures both its genuine achievements—the post-1945 institutional architecture that G. John Ikenberry examined in After Victory—and its inherent contradictions, including the gap between self-determination rhetoric and interventionist practice. The examination of Chinese thinking, from the tributary system as mental model to Xi Jinping's consolidation of party-state power, helps explain actions that seem paradoxical from a Western perspective. Rush Doshi's The Long Gamehas similarly traced how China's grand strategy evolved through distinct phases. The discussion of Russian grievance and the concept of "sovereign democracy" sheds light on why Moscow's behavior appears so incomprehensible to liberals who assumed history had ended in 1991.

What I find most valuable is the book's willingness to take seriously the possibility that these three logics are genuinely incompatible in important respects. American insistence on the universal applicability of liberal democratic norms conflicts with China's emphasis on sovereignty and non-interference, which in turn masks its own ambitions for regional hierarchy. Russia's demand for spheres of influence collides with the sovereignty of post-Soviet states that refuse to be anyone's backyard. The Taiwan question represents perhaps the clearest case where three worldviews—American commitment to democratic self-determination, Chinese insistence on territorial integrity, and the Taiwanese people's own preferences—cannot all be satisfied simultaneously.

Yet the book also identifies potential spaces for coexistence. The historical chapters on concert systems and spheres of influence, while acknowledging their moral ambiguities, remind us that multipolar orders have been managed before—imperfectly, certainly, but better than the alternative of great power war. The analysis of issue-specific cooperation on climate, pandemics, and nuclear security suggests that even adversaries can find common ground when existential interests align. Charles Kupchan's How Enemies Become Friends offers similar historical insights into transformation of rivalries.

The examination of the Sino-Russian entente deserves special mention. Having written on Eurasian integration dynamics and China-Pakistan cooperation, I appreciate the book's nuanced treatment of what is simultaneously a robust partnership and a relationship of profound asymmetry. The "no limits" declaration of February 2022 reflected genuine strategic convergence against American primacy, yet China's cautious approach to the Ukraine conflict—refusing to provide military aid while maintaining economic ties with Europe—revealed the limits of solidarity when core interests diverge. This partnership is best understood not as an alliance in the Western sense but as an alignment of convenience between powers that need each other to balance American influence while harboring longer-term uncertainties about each other's intentions. Angela Stent's Putin's World provides valuable context on Russia's complex relationships with both China and the West.

The book's scenarios for the future—Cold War II, Chinese regional hegemony, fragmented multipolarity, or negotiated coexistence—are not predictions but analytical frameworks for thinking through possibilities. Each scenario captures important dynamics while acknowledging uncertainty. As someone who has tracked great power competition across multiple theaters, from Middle Eastern conflicts to South Asian rivalries, I can attest that the future rarely unfolds as expected. The value lies not in forecasting accuracy but in the disciplined consideration of alternative futures and what they imply for strategy.

I am particularly struck by the book's emphasis on strategic empathy without moral relativism. Understanding why China refuses to renounce force against Taiwan does not require approving of such a stance. Comprehending Russian threat perception regarding NATO expansion does not mean endorsing the invasion of Ukraine. Recognizing American dilemmas in maintaining alliances does not excuse double standards in foreign policy. The ability to see through others' eyes while retaining one's own moral compass is essential for effective diplomacy and sound strategy. Robert Jervis explored these challenges masterfully in his classic Perception and Misperception in International Politics.

This brings me to the book's ultimate contribution: it reminds us that international relations is not a morality play with heroes and villains but a tragedy in which even well-intentioned actors, pursuing legitimate interests through reasonable means, can stumble into catastrophic conflict. The First World War—where every major power believed it was acting defensively—remains the canonical example. Today, with nuclear weapons, cyber capabilities, and economic interdependence creating new vulnerabilities, the consequences of strategic miscalculation could be even more severe. Graham Allison's examination of the "Thucydides Trap" in Destined for War highlights these dangers in the contemporary U.S.-China context.

For policymakers, this book offers an essential corrective to mirror-imaging—the dangerous assumption that others think as we do. American officials who assumed Chinese economic integration would automatically produce political liberalization were guilty of this error. Chinese strategists who believed American decline was inevitable and irreversible made similar mistakes. Russian leaders who thought the West was too weak and divided to respond forcefully to aggression in Ukraine miscalculated badly. In each case, failure to understand how the other side conceptualized its interests, capabilities, and constraints led to policy failures with lasting consequences.

For students of international relations, the book provides a masterclass in comparative strategic culture. The extensive bibliography, spanning American, Chinese, and Russian sources, demonstrates the intellectual rigor underlying the analysis. The key references in each chapter point toward deeper engagement with primary sources and scholarly debates. I particularly recommend the works cited on historical memory, geographical determinism, and the construction of national identity—these foundational texts illuminate patterns that transcend any single case. Kissinger's Diplomacy and World Order remain essential reading, as does Wang Zheng's Never Forget National Humiliation for understanding Chinese historical consciousness.

For general readers concerned about the direction of world politics, this book offers clarity without oversimplification. The threat of great power war is real. The challenges of managing multipolarity are profound. But understanding—genuine, unsentimental understanding of how others see the world—remains our best hope for avoiding the catastrophes that befell previous generations. As someone who has devoted his career to making complex international dynamics accessible to broader audiences through works ranging from geopolitical analysis to cultural studies, I can say with confidence that this book succeeds in that essential mission.

The title The Logic of Giants is apt. These are indeed giants—in military power, economic weight, technological capability, and global influence. Their interactions will shape the century ahead. Whether that shaping produces cooperation or conflict, stability or chaos, depends in no small measure on whether leaders and citizens can grasp the internal logic that makes each giant's behavior coherent from its own perspective.

I commend this book to anyone seeking to understand the most consequential geopolitical dynamic of our time. In an age of polarization, where nuance is often dismissed as weakness and complexity as confusion, The Logic of Giantsdemonstrates that clear thinking and analytical rigor need not sacrifice sophistication for accessibility. The author has rendered three distinct worldviews intelligible without requiring readers to abandon their own values or judgments. This is no small achievement.

As we navigate the treacherous waters of 21st-century great power competition, we would do well to heed this book's central insight: our adversaries are not irrational, though their rationality may be different from our own. They are not cartoon villains, though we may find their actions morally objectionable. They are giants with their own logic, their own fears, their own aspirations—and understanding that logic is the first step toward a world in which giants can coexist without crushing the rest of us in their struggles.

The alternative—mutual incomprehension, spiraling hostility, and the drift toward confrontation—is too terrible to contemplate. This book illuminates a better path.



Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
Ph.D., International Relations
Author of The Diminishing Pax-Americana: Can The US Escape Declinism From Hegemonic Triumphalism, International Relations from a Pakistani Perspective, Nuclear Weapons in Space, Trump's Siege on the Fed: Politics, Power, and the Fracturing of Global Finance, Crossroads of Continents: The India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor, and over 50 other works on geopolitics, strategic studies, and international affairs
Senior Coordinator & Head of Department, PDS&CE Pakistan
December 2025
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On a frigid morning in February 2022, Russian tanks rolled across the Ukrainian border. Three weeks earlier, on February 4, Chinese President Xi Jinping and Russian President Vladimir Putin had met in Beijing and proclaimed a partnership with "no limits," declaring in their joint statement that their cooperation had "no 'forbidden' areas" and that friendship between the two states had "no limits." By June 2025, the Center for Strategic and International Studies estimated Russian military casualties at over 950,000, including up to 250,000 killed and 700,000 injured, while Ukrainian casualties were estimated at 400,000, including between 60,000 and 100,000 killed. The war has displaced 3.7 million people internally within Ukraine and sent 6.9 million fleeing as refugees, with fighting and air strikes inflicting over 53,000 documented civilian casualties. Half a world away, in the Taiwan Strait, Chinese military exercises intensified. Taiwan's President William Lai unveiled a $40 billion supplemental defense procurement proposal in December 2024 as part of an effort to increase defense spending beyond 3 percent of GDP. The United States provided $571.3 million in defense drawdown authority plus approved $265 million in equipment sales that same month as part of over $175 billion in total aid Ukraine has received from the United States since January 2022. Meanwhile, CIA Director William Burns testified in 2023 that Chinese leader Xi Jinping had instructed the People's Liberation Army to be ready by 2027 to conduct a successful invasion of Taiwan—though Burns clarified this "does not mean that he's decided to conduct an invasion in 2027 or any other year" but rather reflects "the seriousness of his focus and his ambition."

These are not isolated crises. They are symptoms of a deeper transformation in world politics: the return of great power competition. After three decades of American primacy following the Cold War's end, the international system has entered what scholars and policymakers now call an era of strategic competition among the United States, China, and Russia. A Congressional Research Service report updated in August 2024 noted that the emergence of intensified competition with China and Russia has "profoundly changed the conversation about U.S. defense issues from what it was during the post–Cold War era," moving counterterrorism operations from the center of discussions to a less prominent element.

Yet understanding this competition requires more than tracking military buildups, trade flows, or diplomatic confrontations. It demands something more fundamental: grasping how each of these powers sees the world, understands its place in history, and defines its core interests. The logic that makes American behavior coherent in Washington may appear as aggression in Beijing or Moscow. The moves that seem defensive and necessary in the Kremlin may look like naked revisionism to Brussels and Washington. What China views as the restoration of its rightful place may appear to others as a bid for regional hegemony.

This book rests on a core argument: Great power competition is not merely a contest of capabilities but a clash of worldviews. To understand—and potentially manage—rivalry among the United States, China, and Russia, we must grasp the internal logic that makes each power's behavior coherent from its own perspective. Without this understanding, we are left with caricatures: the aggressive autocrats, the declining hegemon, the rising challenger. These labels may satisfy our need for moral clarity, but they do not help us navigate the most dangerous geopolitical environment in generations.

The Return of History

The post-Cold War era was brief. Between 1991 and roughly 2008, the United States enjoyed a "unipolar moment"—a period when no other power could credibly challenge American military, economic, and ideological dominance. NATO expanded eastward. Democratic institutions spread. Global trade flourished under American-designed rules. Francis Fukuyama's "end of history" seemed plausible, if premature.

But history had not ended; it had merely paused. Russia's 2008 war in Georgia, its 2014 annexation of Crimea, and its 2022 full-scale invasion of Ukraine marked Moscow's violent rejection of the post-Cold War order. China's economic rise, accelerated by its 2001 entry into the World Trade Organization, has been accompanied by military modernization, territorial assertions in the South China Sea, and an increasingly explicit challenge to American leadership. By 2024, bilateral trade between China and Russia reached USD 245 billion—a 66 percent increase from 2021, driven partly by a surge in Chinese exports of civil-military dual-use goods including computer and telecommunications equipment, advanced machine tools, and chip-making equipment. The two powers conducted unprecedented joint military exercises from the Arctic to the Pacific, including a July 2024 operation when two Chinese and two Russian strategic bombers penetrated Alaska's air defense identification zone for the first time in a joint patrol. In the past eighteen months, according to a December 2024 Council on Foreign Relations report, the two militaries have bolstered their cooperation in the Arctic, with China sending three icebreakers to the region in August 2024 and Beijing and Moscow conducting their first combined coast guard patrol near Arctic shipping routes in the Sea of Japan from September 20 to October 10, 2024.

The United States, for its part, has pivoted from engagement to confrontation. The 2017 and 2022 National Security Strategies formally identified China as a "strategic competitor" and Russia as presenting security challenges. By late 2024, great power competition had become a bipartisan consensus in Washington, transcending the partisan divides that fracture American politics on nearly every other issue.

Three Competing Logics

Each of these powers operates according to an internal logic—a framework of beliefs, historical memories, and strategic imperatives that makes its behavior rational from its own perspective. Understanding these logics is not the same as endorsing them. One can comprehend Putin's strategic rationale for opposing NATO expansion without justifying his illegal invasion of Ukraine. One can grasp China's century-long quest to erase the "century of humiliation" without accepting its territorial claims. One can understand America's liberal internationalism without ignoring its imperial overreach.

For the United States, the logic is rooted in exceptionalism and hegemonic stability. America sees itself as the architect and guarantor of the post-1945 liberal international order—the system of institutions, alliances, and norms that has prevented great power war for nearly eight decades. In this worldview, American primacy is not imperialism but rather a global public good that provides security, prosperity, and freedom. When the United States maintains military bases in seventy countries, stations carrier groups in every ocean, and insists on its right to shape governance in distant nations, it believes it is defending an open, rules-based order. Challenges to this system—whether from China's Belt and Road Initiative or Russia's sphere of influence demands—are seen as threats to global stability itself.

For China, the logic is one of restoration and rejuvenation. The Chinese Communist Party views the period from 1839 to 1949—the "century of humiliation"—as an aberration in China's natural position as the civilizational center of East Asia. When Xi Jinping speaks of "the great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation" and sets 2049, the centennial of the People's Republic, as a target for achieving great power status, he is not merely engaging in nationalist rhetoric. He is articulating a worldview in which China's rise is the restoration of historical normalcy, not revisionism. Taiwan is not a separate country but an unfinished chapter of the Chinese civil war. The South China Sea is not international waters but historically Chinese territory. American alliances and bases ringing China's periphery are not defensive arrangements but containment meant to deny China its rightful place.

For Russia, the logic is one of survival through spheres of influence. Geography has been cruel to Russia: no natural barriers protect its vast heartland from invasion across the European plain. Napoleon came. Hitler came. In the Russian strategic imagination, buffer states are not optional luxuries but existential necessities. The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 was not liberation but, in Putin's April 2005 address to the Federal Assembly, "the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century"—a dismemberment that left tens of millions of Russians suddenly outside Russian borders and created what Putin described as a "genuine drama" for the Russian nation. When NATO expanded to Russia's doorstep, incorporating not only former Warsaw Pact members but former Soviet republics, Moscow saw betrayal and encirclement. When Ukraine moved toward Western integration, Russia saw an existential threat. The 2022 invasion, in this view, was not unprovoked aggression but a defensive war to prevent NATO from controlling Ukraine and eliminating Russia's security buffer.

These logics are incompatible in crucial ways. America's commitment to Taiwan's defense collides directly with China's core interest in reunification. Russia's demand for a sphere of influence in its "near abroad" contradicts the sovereignty and self-determination that the West claims to champion. China's vision of a reformed international order that reflects its weight and values challenges American hegemony. Yet these logics also share common ground: all three powers claim to act defensively, all three see themselves as upholding important principles, and all three view the others' behavior as aggressive.

The Questions That Matter

This book seeks to answer three fundamental questions:

First, how does each power understand its place in history and the world? What are the founding myths, historical traumas, and civilizational narratives that shape strategic culture? Why does the United States see itself as an "indispensable nation"? Why does China speak of "national rejuvenation" rather than simply "development"? Why does Russia define great power status as existential rather than aspirational?

Second, what constitutes security, legitimacy, and order in each worldview? For the United States, security comes through military primacy and alliance networks. For China, it requires control of its periphery and technological self-sufficiency. For Russia, it demands buffer states and recognized spheres of influence. Understanding these divergent security concepts is essential, because what one power considers defensive often appears offensive to the others.

Third, where do these logics collide, and where might they coexist? Are there zones of irreducible conflict—Taiwan, Ukraine, the sovereignty of small states—where accommodation is impossible? Or are there frameworks for managed competition that could prevent catastrophic great power war while allowing for continued rivalry?

Why This Matters Now

The stakes could not be higher. In mid-December 2024, Taiwan went on alert in response to what it described as the largest massing of Chinese naval forces in three decades around Taiwan and in the East and South China seas. Russian forces gained over 4,000 square kilometers of Ukrainian territory in 2024, according to the Council on Foreign Relations' Global Conflict Tracker, bringing total Russian-occupied territory to approximately 115,132 square kilometers—roughly 19 percent of Ukraine. The Center for Strategic and International Studies estimated in June 2025 that Russian military deaths and injuries would reach one million during the summer of 2025, while noting that even if Ukrainian casualties were twice the reported figures, the ratio would still be roughly five Russian soldiers killed for every one Ukrainian. The Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights documented 40,838 civilian casualties in Ukraine as of January 2025, including at least 12,456 deaths, with over 2,500 children killed or injured in the war. In July 2024, two Chinese and two Russian strategic bombers penetrated Alaska's air defense identification zone in a joint operation—taking off from Russia's Anadyr airfield, which extended the range of Chinese aircraft beyond what they could achieve independently. U.S. Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin observed this was "the first time that we've seen these two countries fly together like that."

Meanwhile, the Sino-Russian partnership deepens. On May 16, 2024, Putin and Xi met for their 43rd meeting, marking the 75th anniversary of China-Russia diplomatic relations. Their joint statement affirmed the "comprehensive partnership" and "strategic cooperation" between the two sides, emphasizing their mutual opposition to "closed-door military and political alliances" led by the West. The statement stressed that their cooperation "is not an expediency, but a long-term commitment," with plans to enhance collaboration in artificial intelligence, high technology, and basic research while working together within the United Nations, Shanghai Cooperation Organization, G20, and other multilateral frameworks to "uphold the shared interests of the two countries." In October 2024, following a series of joint exercises including Russia's Ocean-2024 naval drills in the Pacific, Russian Defense Minister Andrei Belousov met with Vice Chairman of China's Central Military Commission Zhang Youxia in Beijing, after which Belousov announced that "the military departments of Russia and China are united in their assessments of global processes, and they have a common understanding of what needs to be done." The deepening relationship has even extended to North Korea, with the Pentagon reporting in late October 2024 that 10,000 North Korean soldiers had been sent to Russia for training and deployment to fight in the war, with combat engagement confirmed by both the United States and South Korea by mid-November.

The nightmare scenario for Washington is a coordinated two-front challenge: a crisis over Taiwan coinciding with renewed Russian aggression, forcing the United States to choose between its commitments or fight on two fronts simultaneously. For Beijing and Moscow, the nightmare is continued American dominance backed by a global alliance network that denies them security and respect. For all three, the ultimate nightmare is miscalculation leading to a great power war that could cost millions of lives and reshape global order as profoundly as World War II.

The Methodology

This book relies on multiple sources to construct each power's worldview:

	Official documents: National security strategies, defense white papers, government work reports, and policy statements provide the formal articulation of strategic thinking.

	Leadership speeches: Putin's major addresses (Munich 2007, Crimea 2014, February 2022), Xi Jinping's volumes on governance, and American presidential statements reveal how leaders frame their nations' roles and interests.

	Historical patterns: How a power has behaved over time—tsarist Russia's quest for buffers, China's tributary system, American expansion—reveals enduring strategic cultures.

	Scholarly analysis: Work by both Western and non-Western scholars who have studied these powers from within and without helps avoid mirror-imaging and cultural blind spots.


Importantly, this book does not claim moral equivalence among these powers. Democratic accountability, human rights records, treatment of minorities, and respect for sovereignty differ profoundly. But understanding why a power acts as it does is not the same as justifying those actions. Strategic empathy—the ability to see the world through an adversary's eyes—is not moral relativism. It is a prerequisite for effective strategy.

The Road Ahead

The chapters that follow will systematically explore each power's strategic logic. Part I examines the foundations: how historical memory and geography shape threat perception in all three nations. Part II analyzes the American mind—the logic of liberal hegemony, its internal contradictions, and how Washington views its rivals. Part III turns to the Chinese mind, exploring the party-state's conception of national rejuvenation and its vision for international order. Part IV examines the Russian mind—the trauma of collapse, the demand for great power status, and the conservative civilizational turn.

Part V explores the collisions and potential coexistence: where these logics clash most dangerously (Taiwan, Ukraine, the Global South), the strange partnership between China and Russia, and whether frameworks exist for managing rivalry short of war. The final chapter presents scenarios for the future and the strategic choices facing policymakers and citizens.

A Word on Bias

Every author brings biases to such a project. Mine include: belief in democratic governance and human rights; recognition that American power, while flawed, has underwritten an era of unprecedented prosperity and relative peace; conviction that both Russia's invasion of Ukraine and potential Chinese use of force against Taiwan would be catastrophic and unjustified. Yet I have attempted to present each power's worldview as sympathetically and accurately as possible, because caricatures do not help us avoid war.

The danger of mirror-imaging—assuming others think as we do—has led to catastrophic miscalculations throughout history. In 1914, European leaders assumed a swift, manageable war; they got four years of mechanized slaughter. In the Cold War, misunderstanding of Soviet thinking nearly led to nuclear war during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Today, with nuclear arsenals measured in thousands of warheads, with Taiwan a potential flashpoint, with Ukraine bleeding, and with China and Russia coordinating as never before, we cannot afford such miscalculations.

Understanding the logic of giants is not an academic exercise. It is an urgent necessity for a world where great powers once again compete for dominance, where nationalism and historical grievance fuel foreign policy, and where the wrong move could tip the planet into a catastrophe that makes the horrors of Ukraine look like a prelude.

The stakes are nothing less than global order and peace in the twenty-first century. It is time to see through other eyes.



This book was completed in December 2025, at a moment when great power competition had moved from theoretical construct to geopolitical reality—when Russian forces continued grinding forward in Ukraine, having gained over 4,000 square kilometers in 2024 alone; when Chinese naval forces massed around Taiwan in unprecedented numbers; and when American strategy grappled with how to confront both simultaneously. The analysis that follows attempts to make sense of how we arrived at this dangerous juncture and where we might go from here.
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PART I

FOUNDATIONS
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Chapter 1

The Weight of History
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How Historical Memory Shapes Strategic Culture in Each Power

In the study of great power competition, few forces are more potent yet less visible than historical memory. The strategic choices made in Washington, Beijing, and Moscow today cannot be understood without grasping how each power interprets its past—not merely as a matter of historical record, but as a living narrative that shapes present identity and future aspirations. History, for these nations, is not simply what happened; it is a lens through which current threats are perceived, a wellspring from which legitimacy flows, and a compass that points toward what each believes it must become.

This chapter examines how the weight of history—that peculiar mixture of glory and grievance, triumph and trauma—creates distinct strategic cultures in the United States, China, and Russia. Each power carries within its collective consciousness formative experiences that explain, from its own perspective, why it acts as it does in the world. For Americans, it is the mythology of exceptionalism born from a revolutionary republic that escaped the corruptions of the Old World. For the Chinese, it is the memory of a century-long humiliation that transformed the Middle Kingdom from civilizational center to semicolonial victim. For Russians, it is the trauma of perpetual invasion that has made survival itself a national preoccupation.

These are not mere historical curiosities. They are active elements in contemporary policymaking, shaping threat perceptions, defining core interests, and establishing the boundaries of the politically possible. To understand why Beijing views Taiwan reunification as non-negotiable, why Moscow regards NATO expansion as existential, and why Washington speaks of itself as the "indispensable nation," one must first understand the historical experiences that made these positions seem self-evident to their respective populations.

United States: The Exception

The Founding Mythology: City Upon a Hill

American exceptionalism—the belief that the United States occupies a unique and virtuous position among nations—has roots that extend to the earliest moments of European settlement in North America. On March 21, 1630, before his Massachusetts Bay colonists even set foot on New World soil, Puritan governor John Winthrop delivered a sermon aboard the ship Arbella that would echo through American history. In his "Model of Christian Charity," Winthrop invoked the Gospel of Matthew to describe the colony's divine mission: "For we must consider that we shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us."¹

Winthrop's vision was fundamentally religious and communal, emphasizing the colonists' covenant with God and their mutual obligations to one another. Yet over the centuries, this phrase evolved into something quite different—a declaration of American exceptionalism that would be invoked by presidents from John F. Kennedy to Ronald Reagan.² The "city upon a hill" became shorthand for the belief that America represented a break from history, a new experiment in human governance free from the corruptions and tyrannies of the Old World.

The American Revolution reinforced this sense of exceptionalism. Thomas Paine's Common Sense (1776) articulated the revolutionary belief that America was not merely an extension of Europe but "a new land" with "nearly unlimited potential" that had outgrown the British mother country.³ The founding documents—particularly the Declaration of Independence with its assertion of self-evident truths and unalienable rights—framed the new republic as a universal model rather than merely a particular nation. As Abraham Lincoln would later articulate at Gettysburg, America was "conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal"—a nation defined by ideas rather than ethnic or territorial inheritance.⁴

This exceptionalist narrative served multiple purposes. It justified westward expansion under the banner of Manifest Destiny, the doctrine articulated by journalist John O'Sullivan in 1845 that it was America's divine right "to overspread the continent allotted by Providence."⁵ The belief in American uniqueness became, as historian Ian Tyrrell has documented, a persistent feature of how Americans understood their nation's role—not just within North America but eventually on the global stage.⁶

The Arsenal of Democracy and Post-1945 Order

The twentieth century, particularly the Second World War, transformed American exceptionalism from a largely domestic narrative into a global mission. On December 29, 1940, with Nazi Germany controlling most of Europe, President Franklin D. Roosevelt delivered his "Arsenal of Democracy" fireside chat. Roosevelt declared that "we must be the great arsenal of democracy" and argued that American industrial might must be mobilized to support nations resisting aggression—even while the United States remained technically neutral.⁷ The phrase captured America's emerging self-conception: a nation whose power was not only immense but morally obligated to serve a larger cause.

The United States entered World War II after Pearl Harbor in December 1941, and the war's outcome cemented America's position as a global hegemon. Unlike every other major combatant, the United States emerged from the war with its industrial base intact and massively expanded, its military unmatched, and its economic dominance unprecedented. By 1945, the United States accounted for roughly half of global GDP and possessed a monopoly on atomic weapons.⁸ This extraordinary position of power coincided with a conviction of moral purpose: the United States had, in its own narrative, saved the world from fascism.

The post-war order reflected American power and values. The United Nations, headquartered in New York, enshrined collective security principles that the United States had championed. The Bretton Woods system established the dollar as the world's reserve currency and created institutions—the International Monetary Fund and World Bank—that reflected American economic thinking. NATO extended American security commitments across the Atlantic. The Marshall Plan rebuilt Western Europe along liberal democratic and capitalist lines. This was hegemony, to be sure, but hegemony that many Americans genuinely believed served not just American interests but universal human progress.⁹

As political scientist G. John Ikenberry has argued, the United States created a "liberal hegemonic order" based on multilateral institutions, alliance systems, and open economic arrangements.¹⁰ This order reflected distinctly American ideals—free markets, democratic governance, individual rights—but was presented as universal principles applicable to all nations. The architecture proved remarkably durable, surviving the Cold War and expanding in the 1990s to encompass much of the former Soviet bloc.

The Recurring Tension: Idealism and Overreach

Yet American exceptionalism has always contained an internal contradiction. The tension between America's self-conception as a beacon of freedom and its actual conduct in the world—particularly toward weaker nations—has generated recurring cycles of idealistic intervention followed by disillusioned retreat. Vietnam represents perhaps the starkest example of this pattern.

The Vietnam War began with confident assertions that America was defending freedom against communist expansion. President Lyndon B. Johnson invoked the domino theory and American credibility to justify escalation. By the time the United States withdrew in 1973, after more than 58,000 American and millions of Vietnamese deaths, the war had shattered the consensus about American beneficence abroad.¹¹ The conflict revealed not just the limits of American power but the gap between American rhetoric and American practice—support for authoritarian regimes, carpet bombing campaigns, the My Lai massacre, and other atrocities difficult to reconcile with claims of moral exceptionalism.

The Iraq War (2003-2011) demonstrated that the lessons of Vietnam were imperfectly learned. The invasion was launched with confident predictions of quick victory and democratic transformation. President George W. Bush invoked American idealism, declaring that "the advance of freedom... leads to peace."¹² Yet the occupation descended into sectarian violence, the promised weapons of mass destruction were never found, and the war's costs—in blood, treasure, and American credibility—far exceeded its architects' predictions. Once again, the gap between America's exceptional self-image and its imperial conduct became undeniable.

These failures bred skepticism both domestically and internationally about American claims to benevolent leadership. Critics pointed out that exceptionalism had often served as justification for actions that, when undertaken by other powers, Americans condemned as aggression or imperialism. The historian Godfrey Hodgson argued that American exceptionalism had evolved from a belief in America's unique virtues to an assertion of unique privileges—the right to intervene abroad while rejecting constraints on American sovereignty.¹³

Yet exceptionalism persists. Politicians across the spectrum continue to speak of America's indispensable role and unique responsibilities. The 2017 and 2022 National Security Strategies, while acknowledging the emergence of "great power competition," reaffirm American leadership of what they term the "free world."¹⁴ The language has evolved—less talk of divine mission, more emphasis on American leadership of rules-based international order—but the underlying belief that America occupies a special position in world affairs remains foundational to American strategic culture. As Walter Russell Mead has observed, this exceptionalism is not merely elite ideology but a deeply rooted feature of American political culture, shaping how Americans across the political spectrum understand their nation's role in the world.¹⁵

China: The Restoration

The Century of Humiliation: Foundational Trauma

If American strategic culture is shaped by the mythology of exceptionalism, Chinese strategic culture is profoundly marked by the memory of victimization. The "Century of Humiliation" (bainian guochi)—conventionally dated from the First Opium War in 1839 to the founding of the People's Republic in 1949—represents the formative trauma of modern Chinese national consciousness.¹⁶ This 110-year period saw China, once the Middle Kingdom at the center of East Asian civilization, reduced to what Mao Zedong would call "a semi-colonial, semi-feudal society" subject to foreign domination.¹⁷

The humiliation began with military defeat. In 1839, Britain launched what would become the First Opium War to force China to accept British opium imports. China's defeat resulted in the Treaty of Nanjing (1842), which ceded Hong Kong to Britain, opened five ports to foreign trade, and imposed an indemnity of 21 million silver dollars.¹⁸ This was merely the beginning. The Second Opium War (1856-1860) led to further concessions, including the legalization of opium and the opening of additional ports. Anglo-French forces sacked and burned the Old Summer Palace (Yuanmingyuan), one of China's greatest cultural treasures—an act of vandalism that remains a powerful symbol of foreign depredation.¹⁹

What followed was a cascade of defeats and territorial losses. The Sino-French War (1884-1885) ended Chinese suzerainty over Vietnam. The First Sino-Japanese War (1894-1895) proved especially traumatic, as defeat by a rapidly modernizing Japan—long considered culturally inferior—resulted in the cession of Taiwan and the Liaodong Peninsula.²⁰ The Boxer Rebellion (1899-1901), an anti-foreign uprising, was crushed by an eight-nation alliance; China was forced to pay an indemnity of 450 million taels of silver over 39 years—more than the Chinese government's annual revenue.²¹

By the early twentieth century, foreign powers had carved China into "spheres of influence," with different regions controlled by different imperial powers. More than seventy treaty ports operated under foreign administration. Foreigners enjoyed extraterritorial rights, meaning they were not subject to Chinese law. The unequal treaties stripped China of tariff autonomy, the ability to control its own trade policy—a fundamental attribute of sovereignty.²² Coastal areas were dotted with foreign concessions where Chinese law did not apply.

The psychological impact was profound. China had understood itself for millennia as the Middle Kingdom (Zhongguo)—the civilizational center of the world, to which surrounding peoples paid tribute and from which they received cultural and political legitimacy. The Confucian worldview was fundamentally hierarchical and Sinocentric, placing the Chinese emperor at the apex of a system of concentric circles of civilization.²³ The confrontation with Western imperialism shattered this worldview. Not only was China militarily defeated; its entire cosmological understanding of its place in the world was called into question.

The trauma intensified during the Japanese occupation (1937-1945), particularly the Nanjing Massacre of 1937-1938, in which Japanese troops killed hundreds of thousands of civilians in acts of extraordinary brutality.²⁴ This period of suffering was seared into Chinese collective memory. As political scientist Zheng Wang has documented in his authoritative study, national humiliation education became a central feature of Chinese schooling after 1991, ensuring that each generation internalizes this historical narrative.²⁵

The Middle Kingdom Restored: 1949 as Rebirth

The Chinese Communist Party's founding narrative is inseparable from the Century of Humiliation. On October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong stood atop Tiananmen Gate and declared: "Ours will no longer be a nation subject to insult and humiliation. We have stood up."²⁶ These words framed the Communist victory not merely as the end of civil war
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