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Introduction

New Cold War?

THE COLD WAR ended in 1991. That year, the Soviet Union disintegrated, accelerating the appeal of democratic ideas around the world while also undermining the popularity of communist ideas and autocratic systems of government. At the time, it seemed the whole world wanted to join the democratic community of states. That year was a glorious moment to be a democrat, liberal, capitalist, multilateralist, and American. It was for me.

In 1991, I lived in Moscow doing fieldwork for my PhD dissertation and moonlighting for the National Democratic Institute (NDI), an American nongovernmental organization committed to promoting democracy. In August 1991, Russia’s small-d democrats, led by the democratically elected President of the Russian Republic (RSFSR) Boris Yeltsin, thwarted a revanchist coup plot against Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev that helped trigger the dissolution of the Soviet Union a few months later. President Yeltsin and those in power in a newly independent Russia embraced democratic ideas and wanted to join the US-anchored liberal international order. As NDI’s representative in Russia at the time, I was treated like a rock star.

Three decades later, great power competition is back. Some call it Cold War 2.0.1 Others prefer Cold War II.2 But few dispute that the United States faces new and serious threats from powerful autocracies, China and Russia, that did not exist thirty years ago. In relative terms, China and Russia have closed the power gap with the United States. The rise of these two powerful autocracies, and especially China, threatens American power and prosperity.

There is an ideological dimension to today’s great power competition, too. Not only have China and Russia become increasingly autocratic at home, they also have pursued policies that aim to weaken democratic norms and institutions and strengthen autocratic regimes worldwide. The decision by autocratic Russian leader Vladimir Putin to launch a full-scale invasion of democratic Ukraine in February 2022 marked a new watershed in the conflict between democrats and autocrats in the twenty-first century.

In parallel with the rise of powerful autocrats, democratic ideas have been losing support around the world, including in the United States, since the end of the Cold War. According to Freedom House, 2024 marked the nineteenth consecutive year of a global democratic recession.3 The eleventh year of democratic decline in the United States, 2021, was punctuated by the January 6 insurrection at the US Capitol that aimed to disrupt the peaceful transfer of presidential power through an electoral process.4 Since then, American democracy has failed to rejuvenate, politics have become more polarized, and a growing segment of society no longer sees democracy as the best system of government. In 2022, in his final article as the coeditor of the Journal of Democracy, Larry Diamond soberly concluded, “This is the darkest moment for freedom in half a century.”5 In the first months of his second term, President Donald Trump has launched a bevy of attacks on democratic norms, including even hinting at his intention to run for a third term—a direct violation of the Twenty-Second Amendment of the US Constitution.

And that NDI office I helped open in 1992 in Moscow to great fanfare and praise? Putin shut it down in 2012. NDI never had a permanent office in China, but in 2019, Beijing sanctioned NDI staffers working on Asia.

Many frame this new ideological competition between great powers as a replay of the Cold War. Regarding China, the Cold War analogy is deployed in abundance.6 China’s economic rise has underwritten its military power and ideological reach, which threatens the United States and the free world more broadly. As we worried about Soviet aspirations to rule the world during the Cold War, many today believe that Chinese communist leaders seek to replace the United States as the world’s hegemon. Michael Pillsbury, a China specialist and former Trump policy adviser, published The Hundred-Year Marathon: China’s Secret Strategy to Replace America as the Global Superpower. Hoover Institution historian Niall Ferguson wrote, “When did Cold War II begin? Future historians will say it was in 2019.”7 China expert Susan Shirk started her 2022 book Overreach with the blunt statement “A new Cold War has already begun.”8 New York Times reporter David Sanger titled his recent book New Cold Wars: China’s Rise, Russia’s Invasion, and America’s Struggle to Defend the West.9 Gordon G. Chang’s latest book is provocatively titled, Plan Red: China’s Project to Destroy America.

Doctrinal statements from the first Trump administration animated this Cold War metaphor. The 2017 national security strategy rightly portrayed China as a “revisionist” power that, alongside Russia, sought “to shape a world antithetical to U.S. values and interests.”10 To underscore continuities from the Cold War, Trump’s national security adviser Robert O’Brien argued, “Party General Secretary Xi Jinping sees himself as Josef Stalin’s successor.”11 In one of his last major speeches as secretary of state in 2020, Michael Pompeo asserted that “the CCP regime is a Marxist-Leninist regime. General Secretary Xi Jinping is a true believer in a bankrupt totalitarian ideology. It’s this ideology that informs his decades-long desire for global hegemony of Chinese communism.”12

President Biden and his administration did not invoke the Cold War analogy with the same vigor, but their assessment of the China threat differed little from the Trump administration's. In its first significant foreign policy document, the Biden administration stated that China “is the only competitor potentially capable of combining its economic, diplomatic, military, and technological power to mount a sustained challenge to a stable and open international system.”13 In his first address to a joint session of the US Congress in 2021, Biden explained, “We’re in competition with China and other countries to win the 21st Century.”14 NATO’s 2024 Washington Summit Declaration warned, “The People’s Republic of China’s (PRC) stated ambitions and coercive policies continue to challenge our interests, security, and values. The deepening strategic partnership between Russia and the PRC and their mutually reinforcing attempts to undercut and reshape the rules-based international order are a cause for profound concern.”15

Trump’s second-term team reinvigorated the Cold War imagery. Trump’s first national security adviser in his second term, Michael Waltz, warned, “I feel strongly that the Chinese Communist Party has entered into a Cold War with the United States and is explicit in its aim to replace the liberal, Western-led world order that has been in place since World War II.”16 Waltz believes that the China threat is even greater than the Soviet threat, arguing, “We’re in a global arms race with an adversary that, unlike any in American history, has the economic and the military capability to truly supplant and replace us.”17 Months before taking on his new role as secretary of state, Marco Rubio echoed the same, warning that “Communist China is the most powerful adversary the United States has faced in living memory. We sometimes forget that our past enemies, including Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia, had smaller economies than we did.”18 Other analysts have suggested that the Chinese menace today is greater than the Soviet enemy. Former Australian prime minister Kevin Rudd warned, “The United States should realize that China represents the most politically and ideologically disciplined challenger it has ever faced during its century of geopolitical dominance.”19 Journalist Josh Rogin posited that the China threat “is not the same as Russia in 1950. If anything, the China challenge is orders of magnitude more difficult because of China’s massive economic power and our economies’ deep interconnectedness.”20 Indo-Pacific expert Michael Sobolik asserted, “Xi wants China to dominate the world . . . To the CCP, winning means exerting political dominance across the entire world.”21 In 2023, Congressman Mike Gallagher said, “This [our competition with China] is an existential struggle of what life will look like in the 21st century.”22 The Commission on the National Defense Strategy in 2024 warned ominously, “The threats the United States faces are the most serious and most challenging the nation has encountered since 1945 and include the potential for near-term major war.”23 Outpacing others in estimating the Chinese threat, Trump’s former senior trade official Robert Lighthizer stated, “Now China is the greatest threat that the American nation and its systems of Western liberal democratic government have faced since the American Revolution.”24

Analogies to a new Cold War regarding US-Russia relations appeared even earlier.25 In 2009, British journalist Edward Lucas published The New Cold War: Putin’s Russia and the Threat to the West.26 Columbia professor Robert Legvold published, in 2016, Return to Cold War.27 That same year at the Munich Security Conference, Russian prime minister Dmitry Medvedev invoked the Cuban Missile Crisis as a metaphor for contemporary US-Russia relations: “We are rapidly rolling into a period of a new cold war . . . I am sometimes confused: is this 2016 or 1962?”28 Echoing Medvedev three years later, former US government officials Ernest Moniz and Sam Nunn wrote, “Not since the 1962 Cuban missile crisis has the risk of a US-Russian confrontation been as high as it is today.”29 In 2018, President Trump declared, “Our relationship with Russia is worse now than it has ever been, and that includes the Cold War.”30 Some fault the United States for starting this second Cold War; the historian Richard Sakwa, for instance, titled his 2023 book The Lost Peace: How the West Failed to Prevent a Second Cold War.31 But both sides in this blame game agree that US-Russia relations have never been as confrontational and dangerous as they are today.

What happened? How did we go from euphoria about democracy, globalization, and the West three decades ago to uncertainty about democracy, doubt about the liberal international order, and fear of powerful autocracies today? How did China and Russia pivot from pursuing reforms at home and joining the liberal international order abroad to deepening autocracy at home and threatening the liberal order abroad?

A second set of questions is what is the right way to understand the current great power competition between the United States, China, and Russia? Is our era actually a replay of the Cold War? Are we destined for war with China and doomed to conflict with Russia?32 Or is our current era more contingent, giving agency to policymakers who aspire to reverse current confrontational trajectories?

Third, how should Americans—both leaders and citizens—respond? What is the right mix of new policies needed to advance American national interests and values in this new era of great power competition?

To answer these questions about the past, present, and future, I have divided this book into three parts, making arguments as a social scientist, a historian, and a former policymaker.

Part I explains the causes of great power competition today, using the history of US-Russia and US-China relations over the past three centuries to explain how we arrived at the tensions defining our current era. Wearing my social scientist hat in these first two chapters, I argue that three factors—power, regime types, and individuals—have interacted to produce both cooperation and conflict between the United States, China, and Russia over the last three centuries. These factors are variables, not constants; leaders are the most variable because they change more quickly and often than the balance of power or regime type. Yet, over the past few decades, all three of these factors have lined up uniquely to produce more conflict.

Part I also underscores that the United States and Russia and the United States and China are not destined for permanent conflict, let alone war, because of immutable or slowly changing factors such as culture, history, geography, and even power. The fact that earlier periods of bilateral relations were more cooperative gives hope for the possibility of cooperation again in the future. The current configuration of the balance of power, tensions exacerbated by the global contest between autocrats and democrats, and the specific leaders in office have combined to make our current era confrontational and dangerous. None of these conditions, however, are permanent. In the past, different power balances, regime types, and leaders made great power relations between the United States, China, and Russia more cooperative. That can happen again.

If part I explains the past, part II describes the present, providing a snapshot of great power competition today along three dimensions—power, ideology, and competing visions of global order. Putting my historian hat on for this section of the book, I argue that while there are some parallels between the Cold War with the Soviet Union and the present competition with China and Russia today, the differences are also great. Rigidly imposing the Cold War metaphor on our current era distorts more than illuminates current dynamics in either US-Russia or US-China relations.

The discussions of power in chapters 3, 4, and 5 reveal similarities and differences with the Cold War. This balance of power, especially between China and the United States, resembles the Cold War, with a bipolar international system dominated by the United States and China, just like the American-Soviet rivalry during the Cold War. We have also returned to an era of ideological competition between democratic and autocratic ideas and systems of government, like the Cold War. And leaders in the United States, China, and Russia have competing conceptions of the global order. The same was true between the United States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War.



Yet, as these chapters explain, the distinctions between the balance of power today and the Cold War era are also manifold. For instance, the Cold War analogy assigns China an equal superpower status to the United States. That is inaccurate. We underestimated Chinese power for too long and needed to correct our assessments. But now we have overshot the target by overestimating Chinese power and exaggerating the Chinese threat to our existence. Containing China must be a central American foreign policy objective of the twenty-first century, but China is not an existential threat to the United States or the free world. China does not threaten, as some claim, the very existence of the United States and our democratic allies. In the aggregate, China is not America’s equal yet and may never be. When allies are included in the equation, the power gap in favor of the democratic world is even greater.

While overestimating Chinese power, many American leaders have underestimated Russian power in recent years, a claim that also cuts against the grain of conventional wisdom. Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 revealed underappreciated weaknesses regarding the fighting capabilities of Russia’s armed forces. In a sobering lesson to everyone trying to assess power before it is used, counting soldiers or defense spending are inexact proxies for actual military might (this lesson is essential for those trying to evaluate Chinese military capabilities today). At the same time, even with much more limited military and economic means than the United States or China, Russia has the capacity to threaten US security interests, including those of our European allies. Russia has reemerged today as a formidable adversary to the United States because (1) Putin is a risk-taker and has demonstrated a greater willingness than American or Chinese leaders to deploy Russian power in aggressive ways that directly threaten American security and the security of our allies and partners and (2) the Russian military is getting bigger and more experienced as a result of the invasion of Ukraine. Russia is much weaker than China, but the probability of a conflict between Russia and NATO allies that might drag the United States into war is as great as a conflict between China and the United States.

Regarding ideological conflict, there are also parallels and differences between today and the Cold War. The regime type—the kind of government—of great powers matters. Analyses focusing only on power to explain great power competition today are incomplete. As discussed in chapters 6, 7, and 8, there is a fundamental ideological struggle today between autocracies and democracies and between autocratic and democratic ideas. That is different from thirty years ago, when most of the world gravitated toward democracy, and more like the Cold War, when the ideological contest between the Soviet Union and the United States played a defining role in shaping international politics. Great power autocracies and democracies inherently threaten each other because they have competing narratives for their legitimacy. In addition, all three great powers—the United States, China, and Russia—seek to promote their ideologies abroad today, fueling further tensions.

However, today’s ideological conflict between the great powers is less intense than it was during the Cold War. Unlike Stalin, Khrushchev, and Mao, Xi is not trying to export Marxism-Leninism or even one-party dictatorship to the entire world. China is financially and technologically supporting autocracies worldwide, but Chinese communist leaders today are not actively seeking to overthrow democracies. They put little effort into supporting their ideas in the developed world and are relatively passive, compared to the Soviets, in promoting their system of government in the developing world. Americans must be vigilant in containing Chinese ideological promotion but not frightened by it, nor overreach when trying to contain it.

Similarly, Putin’s efforts to promote his brand of populist, illiberal dictatorship are not as intense or successful as the Soviet Union’s promotion of communism. However, the Russian ideological threat is more significant today than many believe. Yes, Putin is corrupt and imperialist. But he is also an ideological leader who has sought to propagate his illiberal orthodox values for decades. Putin is more committed to ideological promotion than Xi is, and tragically, we must acknowledge that his ideological promotion efforts have produced some successes in many European countries and the United States. Amazingly, even after Russia launched its second, larger-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, many political leaders and movements worldwide—including prominent political figures and influential commentators in the United States—have maintained ideological solidarity with Putin and Putinism. Most different from the Cold War, the current leaders in Washington and Moscow embrace many shared ideas and values. Putin has fewer means than either China or the United States to propagate his ideas, but he has demonstrated more commitment to doing so than leaders in Washington or Beijing.

Until recently, the United States has also contributed to this ideological competition with China and Russia. As discussed in chapter 6, the United States for decades has been the most ideological power of the three, unabashedly advocating for liberal democratic values worldwide, including inside China and Russia, and deploying multiple instruments to advance this normative mission. Trump has radically disrupted this longstanding tradition in American foreign policy. In his first term in office and now again today, Trump is the first US president in a century to abandon democracy promotion as a core component of American foreign policy. Whether Trump’s pivot away from supporting democracy signals a permanent shift in American foreign policy or an interregnum is not yet clear. That the United States has promoted democracy in the past—and autocratic competitors therefore still perceive the United States as an ideological threat—is an observable fact. Hoping that powerful democratic states and democratic ideas do not threaten autocratic states and leaders is not realism but naïveté. The mere existence of a powerful democracy threatens the legitimacy and therefore security of powerful autocracies.

Regarding global order, China and Russia seek revision, just like the Soviets did in the previous century. As discussed in chapters 10 and 11, Xi and Putin have committed real resources to try to change the global order. Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has been committed to maintaining the global order, albeit to varying degrees, depending on who was president. That commitment has waned dramatically in the second Trump term, but again, it is too early to know whether this shift in American foreign policy is temporary or permanent. Thirty years ago, there was more consensus among all countries about what the world order should be. Today, there is more discord.

At the same time, the challenge China and Russia pose to the existing international system—sometimes referred to as the liberal international order—is not nearly as intense as the Soviet threat to the global system was during the Cold War. Soviet leaders pushed for a global revolution—the overthrow of what they called the global capitalist system anchored by the United States. Xi seeks to reform, not destroy, the existing world order. Chinese leaders want to reshape norms within existing multilateral organizations (to varying degrees, depending on the type of institution) and grow China’s influence within international institutions.* For a rising power not to try to do so would be odd—that has happened throughout history. However, these efforts should not be misunderstood as a stealth strategy to overthrow the entire established order. Unlike Soviet leaders or Mao during the Cold War, Xi and his comrades are not seeking a world revolution for a simple reason: China benefits from many of the existing norms, rules, and laws that constitute the current international system.33 Xi and the CCP aspire to change this system to better serve China’s interests (as defined by them), and they are not afraid to use all sorts of coercive methods to achieve these reforms. At times, Xi and the CCP have also ignored the rules of the existing system and used coercive power, especially economic power, because they had the means to do so.34 That too is standard great power behavior, as the United States has demonstrated many times. But this Chinese behavior is different from the Cold War, when the Soviet Union was not even a member of some of the most important institutions of the liberal international order, did not benefit from global capitalism to the same extent that China does today, and sought to replace this American-anchored system with a communist system controlled by Moscow.

Xi has also invested in creating new multilateral organizations independent of the American-anchored international institutions. This activity is a more significant threat to American national security, prosperity, and values than Chinese efforts to modify existing global institutions. American leaders have not paid enough attention to China’s success in developing new exclusionary regional organizations, many of which are at odds with American interests and values. For America’s part, innovation and creativity in this arena have been in short supply.

Regarding the global order, Putin has much greater revisionist aspirations than Xi. He seeks to weaken, if not completely undermine, the liberal international order created by American leadership at the end of World War II. Thankfully, Putin lacks the means to achieve his most aggressive revisionist ends, but he is not done trying.

Tragically, today, another threat to the existing international order comes from the United States. American leaders and analysts have underestimated the damage that US retrenchment and withdrawal have done to international institutions serving American purposes. Those who believe that the US is better off reverting to the isolationist traditions of a century ago or fighting alone for American interests in an anarchic global jungle are dangerously wrong but also increasingly influential in American politics, especially after Donald Trump’s reelection in 2024. This threat from the United States to the liberal international order is new and different from the Cold War.

Accurately diagnosing the threats from China and Russia regarding power, ideology, and competing conceptions of the global order is critical for devising an effective, pragmatic, and sustainable US foreign policy. It certainly makes for a better television sound bite or tweet to argue that today is Cold War II or today is not a new Cold War. But such simplistic frameworks do not accurately describe the complex, unique dynamics of our current era of great power competition. During the Cold War, American leaders made some of their greatest mistakes when they oversimplified their analysis of international politics, which, in turn, generated ineffective foreign policies at best and disastrous wars at worst. We cannot repeat these mistakes today.

In part III of this book, I put my policymaker hat back on to propose a set of prescriptions for future American leaders. Drawing on the analysis from the previous chapters, including comparisons but also differences with the Cold War, this last part provides a blueprint for American foreign policy for the coming decades, not just the next few years. I aim to offer an American grand strategy for the twenty-first century, not just policy recommendations for the second Trump administration, organized around three themes: mistakes in the Cold War that we must avoid today, successes from the Cold War that we should replicate today, and policy prescriptions for the new challenges we face today. Understanding precisely the similarities and differences between the Cold War and now will help US policymakers learn critical lessons of both successes and failures from the Cold War for parallel issues today but also avoid applying Cold War analogies to current problems that have little to do with the previous century.

Chapter 12 details some of the mistakes American leaders made during the Cold War, predominantly driven by overestimating the Soviet power and trying to contain it everywhere. Historian Hal Brands has rightly observed, “It is a serious mistake . . . to think that America’s Cold War strategy was wholly successful. The road to victory was littered with failures and higher-than-expected costs.”35 Today, we must learn from those mistakes—overreach, McCarthyism, wasteful nuclear arms races, and aiding brutal dictators worldwide—and not repeat them. Chapter 13 reviews some of our greatest successes during the Cold War, ones that American leaders should replicate today, including promoting arms control, keeping lines of communication open with adversaries to manage crises, maintaining American economic and military power, building strong alliances, promoting democratic ideas abroad, and creating and sustaining new multilateral institutions. Even if the parallels to the Cold War are inexact, there are some lessons from the previous century for our current era. Chapter 14 concludes part III with a set of prescriptions for issues that are new to our century and have nothing to do with the Cold War, like economic interdependence, geopolitical fragmentation, the China-Russia entente, and American isolationism and polarization.

I wrote most of part III before Trump’s second term began. I considered amending my policy recommendations to be more aligned with and palatable to the new Trump administration but ultimately decided against it. First, doing so would betray the diagnostic analysis from the previous two sections. If what I wrote before Trump’s return was accurate, it should not change now that he is once again president. Second, my hope is that the ideas I propose in part III will serve as a guide for all American presidents, all administrations, and all Americans for decades to come. If Trump and his team will not embrace my ideas for a successful American foreign policy in our new era of great power competition, I hope my recommendations will benefit future presidents and their administrations. Like the Cold War, our new era of great power competition will likely last decades. Therefore, we need a new, bold, and enduring grand strategy to address the challenge.

I am a liberal internationalist, albeit not a traditional one, at a time when illiberal nationalism is considered in vogue. Perhaps Trump’s reelection signals a permanent trajectory toward isolationism, unilateralism, and indifference to democratic values in American foreign policy. I do not know. I certainly hope not, because I am concerned that these ideas do not serve the long-term interests of the American people. Some will dismiss my worldview and policy recommendations as old-fashioned and out of date. I am okay with that. That is what critics also said about liberalism and democracy in the 1930s, when fascism was the new cool fad, or in the 1970s, when communism was being embraced as the future by many in dozens of countries around the world. And in the longer arc of history, ideas about democracy and liberalism have faded in popularity many times, but eventually came back into fashion. As long as the United States remains a democracy, I want to be in the ideological fight against illiberal nationalism and continue to make the case for why a return to internationalism, multilateralism, and support for democracy and human rights worldwide best serves American national interests. If the permissive conditions for a new embrace of such ideas reemerge in the United States, I hope part III will serve as a comprehensive blueprint for what should be done. And I want to underscore that I believe the ideas sketched in these prescriptive chapters advance American—not Republican or Democratic—national interests.

This book is ambitious and long. To avoid writing a book even longer and broader in scope, I deliberately left some things out. For instance, China and Russia are not the only autocracies in the world threatening American national interests; Iran and North Korea pose serious challenges too. Failed and struggling states—including Afghanistan, Libya, and Yemen—also pose security risks for the United States. Terrorists continue to threaten American security and prosperity, as do climate change and global pandemics.

This book, however, focuses on the rise of only two autocratic great powers for several reasons. First, though the international system includes hundreds of consequential state and non-state actors, great powers have reemerged again as the primary players shaping international outcomes today. China and Russia wield relatively more power than their neighbors and can influence and threaten their neighbors to a greater extent than other countries.

Second, Russia and China seek to influence international relations beyond Europe and Asia to a greater extent than other autocracies. The Chinese and Russian autocracies also share a degree of ideological tension with the democratic United States and the democratic world more generally. Iran’s theocracy is the only other regime with grandiose ideological aspirations, but its reach remains regional and shows signs of diminishing. North Korea does not seek to export its ideology abroad.

Third, both autocratic challengers, Russia and China, cooperate to thwart American aims and interests. They act autonomously in their regions but often in concert with each other.36 Sino-Russian relations, even after Putin escalated his invasion of Ukraine in 2022, are stronger today than ever before. Together, they vote at the United Nations Security Council, trade, train militarily, and cooperate closely in several new multilateral organizations. They both aid other autocracies at odds with the United States, including, first and foremost, Iran and North Korea. China and Russia also support autocrats in Venezuela, Myanmar, and Belarus.

Finally, Putin and Xi see dealing with the United States as their central foreign policy challenge. Understanding the dual threats posed by Russia and China to American national interests and devising strategies for managing relations with both great powers will remain a central concern for the makers of US foreign policy for decades to come.

Regarding the democracy camp, the United States is not the only powerful democracy in the world dealing with the challenges of China and Russia simultaneously. My original book proposal included Europe as a fourth great power on the liberal, democratic side of the ledger. Throughout the book, the European Union, NATO, and individual powerful European countries appear frequently. However, I eventually decided to treat the West, anchored but not controlled by the United States, as a single bloc, primarily due to space constraints. This analytic decision was also driven by the historical observation that the West used to act in relative unison in response to the Soviet threat. Whether that remains true in this century, especially in the Trump era, is unclear. Today, Europe also seems torn between those who want more unity and those desiring less, as well as between internationalists and isolationists. However, recent attacks by President Trump and his team in his second term against European allies could tragically trigger a deeper rift, if not a permanent split, between the United States and Europe. If Europe does begin to act as an autonomous great power influencing outcomes in the international system, independent from the United States, that historical pivot will require another book.

One could also make a case for including India as a rising great power in the democratic camp, albeit in a complicated way. On paper, India seems to have the capacity to act as a great power and influence outcomes around the world. To date, however, Indian leaders have not embraced that kind of global agenda, and India’s democracy today is under duress. I hope I am wrong. The world would be better served by having more engagement from two strong democratic actors—Europe and India. For the immediate future, I fear I am right.






Part I

The Past






Chapter 1

Cooperation and Conflict with Russia

WHEN IT COMES to international relations, power matters. Since there is no world government, power plays a central role in how countries interact. States with the most power have the greatest ability to threaten one another and, therefore, tend to clash. As such, power takes center stage in US-Russia tensions today—any analysis of great power relations that does not consider power is flawed.

Yet an analysis that focuses only on power is incomplete. Power is vital but so are regimes and leaders, as the history of US-Russia relations shows. For example, the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 created a new communist government, a change that immediately triggered conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union. Later, Franklin D. Roosevelt’s election in 1932 prompted the restoration of US diplomatic relations with Moscow in 1933, demonstrating the crucial role leaders can play in shaping outcomes.

This chapter traces the interaction of power, regimes, and leaders in US-Russia relations over the past two centuries, showing that the dynamic was confrontational at times but cooperative at other times. The central aim of this chapter is to demonstrate that the current tensions in US-Russia relations can shift depending on the balance of power, types of regimes, and preferences of leaders.

In broad strokes, the US-Russia relationship can be divided into five periods: (1) relative cooperation between the American democracy and the Russian monarchy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; (2) even friendlier, albeit short-lived, ties between the US and Russia after autocratic breakdown and the hope of democratic transition in 1917; (3) confrontation between the US and the Soviet Union after the consolidation of Bolshevik power and the creation of the communist regime in the Soviet Union in 1918, interrupted by a brief interregnum of cooperation during World War II; (4) deep cooperation after Russia’s democratic revolution in 1991; and (5) a return to confrontation today as a result of Russia’s rising power and growing autocracy under Vladimir Putin.


PERIOD ONE: TSARS AND DEMOCRATS

When the new American Republic first contacted the Russian Empire, in the eighteenth century, the balance of power between the two countries was highly asymmetric. Russia was a central player in Europe and expanding its presence in Asia. The empire even had a foothold in North America, with a settlement as far south as Fort Ross in Northern California. The United States, however, was not even a regional power in North America, let alone a major world power. This acute power imbalance compelled American leaders to seek favors from the tsars in St. Petersburg, and for the most part, they were granted. For the next century, US-Russia relations were mostly cordial.

Until 1917, differences in regime type played a minor role in the bilateral relationship. While American Founding Fathers were very ideological (after all, they had led a revolution and fought a war against Britain motivated by liberal, democratic ideas), they were focused on consolidating their new republic at home. They had little capacity or intention to propagate their ideas abroad. As a weak power on the periphery of the international system, America rarely criticized the autocratic ways of tsarist Russia. After all, monarchs ruled almost everywhere at the time. US leaders wanted recognition from the autocratic great powers, including Russia, in the existing international order, not an overthrow of them. American leaders also sought powerful partners to balance against Great Britain, irrespective of regime type.

Russian tsars initially pursued a relationship with the United States as a strategy for influencing the balance of power politics in Europe, including, most importantly, weakening Great Britain. Catherine the Great expressed mild curiosity about the ideals that the rebels in the British colonies embraced, but her primary motivation in engaging with the Americans was strengthening Russia’s position in Europe. During the Revolutionary War, she refused King George’s request to help quell the rebellion in his colonies, instead releasing a declaration of neutrality in 1780 and offering mediating services (which were never accepted) to help end the war.1 She blamed the revolution on King George’s mismanagement of the colonies and predicted independence for them long before many of her peers. Catherine believed that an independent America would benefit Russian business interests by increasing commercial trade between Russia and the former colonies and compelling Britain to buy more goods from the Russian Empire.

However, the Russian monarchy turned coy after the American rebels won the war and established a new republic. Weakening Great Britain was good, but hobnobbing with rebels in the imperial capital of St. Petersburg was a bridge too far, at least initially. The American envoys sent to Russia struggled to gain recognition. It was not until 1809 that Alexander I finally agreed to establish diplomatic relations between the two countries, and John Quincy Adams was recognized as the first US ambassador to the Russian Empire.

The main driver of early US-Russia relations was commerce, not leaders, ideas, or power. As Alexander I made clear in 1809, “There should not be any conflicting interests or reasons for the rupture between the United States and the Russian Empire, while the trade between the two countries could be mutually beneficial.”2 Trade levels were never significant but still seen as worth pursuing by officials in both Washington and St. Petersburg.

While cooperating on trade, Americans and Russians competed for territorial control in North America along the Pacific Coast. In the nineteenth century, Russian and American leaders pursued their respective versions of Manifest Destiny. The US expanded to the west and Russia to the east, meeting but not clashing in armed conflict in California. American politicians united to push the Europeans out of North America—a policy codified as the Monroe Doctrine. As the Americans pushed farther west, war with Russia seemed inevitable. War, after all, determined the new borders between the United States and Mexico in southwest America and occurred again in Asia between Russia and Japan in 1904–5.

Strikingly, however, Russia and the United States never clashed militarily during this period. American and Russian diplomats found more cooperative ways to settle differences, including codifying borders in the Russo-American Treaty of 1824, when Russia recognized US sovereignty over much of the Pacific Northwest, and, even more amazingly, selling Alaska to the United States for $7.2 million in a treaty signed in 1867. At the time, Tsar Alexander II thought selling would be better than fighting over this “resourceless” colony.


THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR

Another big test of US-Russia relations emerged during the American Civil War. For President Abraham Lincoln and his secretary of state, William Seward, preventing Russia from supporting the South was a paramount goal. Worried that Great Britain and France might aid the secessionists in the southern states, they saw Russian support as a strategy to counter British and French involvement.3 They succeeded in getting it. Similar to Russia’s position regarding the American Revolutionary War, Alexander II declared Russian neutrality but informally signaled support for the North through Russian navy port calls to New York and San Francisco in 1863. US Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes declared Alexander II to be “our friend when the world was our foe.”4

Around the same time, Alexander II used military force to quell his own rebellion in Poland. President Lincoln supported him, at least rhetorically, by adopting a noninterventionist view on what Russian officials called the “Polish problem,” even if doing so clashed with American ideals of independence and self-determination. At the time, US leaders did not try to advance normative concerns about imperialism, let alone promote democracy, when dealing with Russia; ensuring that Russia blocked foreign support for their enemies in North America, especially the rebels in the South, was far more important.

Values, however, were a positive force regarding one issue: enslaved people and serfs. Lincoln and Alexander II shared a normative bond over their commitment to liberating enslaved citizens. In 1861, Alexander II issued his Emancipation Manifesto, freeing Russia’s serfs. Two years later, Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing America’s enslaved people.



VALUES AND IMMIGRATION

The peaceful settlement of territorial disputes in the Pacific Northwest, Russian help during the Civil War, and the freeing of the slaves and serfs in parallel did not translate into admiration for the Russian Empire by all of American society. Over time, Russia’s aristocracy also began to loathe and fear US democracy. As the United States emerged to play a more prominent role in international politics, clashes in values became a growing irritant in bilateral relations. The Empire’s treatment of Jews constituted the first significant confrontation over human rights in US-Russia relations.

Russia’s imperial expansion westward in the nineteenth century meant that large Jewish communities were subsumed into the Empire and not welcomed by the monarchy. Around this same time, Jews from the Russian Empire started to immigrate to the United States. When St. Petersburg issued a series of anti-Semitic government decrees and sometimes encouraged violent pogroms against Jewish communities, including the deadly 1903 Kishinev pogrom, recently arrived Jewish residents in the United States used their newly acquired political rights to express outrage.5 Criticism of Russia’s inhumane rule, especially regarding the treatment of Jews, grew within American media and Congress, with parts of American society pushing for a more values-oriented American foreign policy. American Christian missionaries at the time also sought to expand their footprint in the Russian Empire and consequently became more critical of despotic tsarism and its alliance with the Russian Orthodox Church.

US government officials said and did little about human rights violations in the Russian Empire. However, the United States did welcome greater numbers of Jews fleeing persecution, taking in roughly three million immigrants from the Russian Empire between 1881 and 1924. Accepting this sizable immigrant population was both a humanitarian gesture and an intelligent strategy to expand the American workforce and power generally, underscoring that values and economic interests can support each other.




PERIOD TWO: DEMOCRATIC REGIME CHANGE

Before World War I, Russia’s monarchy was already showing signs of weakness. Following Russia’s defeat in the 1904–5 Russo-Japanese War, the tsar agreed, albeit reluctantly, to approve the constitution of 1906, which established a semi-independent parliament and allowed for a multiparty political system. At a time when liberal ideas were animating politics and percolating among intellectuals in Germany, Persia, and China, Russia seemed to be joining a transnational democratic movement. Over the next decade, however, the tsar rolled back many of these liberal concessions, a reactionary trajectory that helped trigger the Russian Revolution.

Throughout these tumultuous years in the Russian Empire during the first two decades of the twentieth century, US-Russia ties remained mostly cordial. For instance, in a significant expression of growing American international stature, President Theodore Roosevelt mediated the end of the Russo-Japanese War. The American president’s effort produced the Treaty of Portsmouth in 1905. While Russia had suffered a military defeat, most considered the treaty’s terms advantageous to Russia, underscoring the enduring cooperative ties between the Russian monarchy and the American democracy.

World War I presented the Russian monarchy with even bigger challenges. Unlike the Napoleonic Wars, which helped consolidate tsarist power, this continental war destabilized the monarchy. The United States joined this war on Russia’s side only in April 1917, prompted by German submarine attacks on US merchant ships and the interception of the Zimmerman telegram (a secret German proposal about forming a military alliance with Mexico). But by the time President Wilson declared war, the February Revolution (March, according to the Gregorian calendar) in Russia had already compelled Tsar Nicholas II to abdicate his throne. That Russia looked like it was becoming a democracy made it easier for the United States to join the war, which, after the February Revolution, could be framed as a fight between democracies on one side and dictatorships on the other.

Many American liberals interpreted Russia’s February Revolution as a transition from autocracy to democracy. As President Wilson argued before Congress, “Does not every American feel that assurance has been added to our hope for the future peace of the world by the wonderful and heartening things that have been happening within the last few weeks in Russia?”6 Wilson believed that the democratic spirit of the Russian people was finally being unleashed, since “Russia was known by those who knew it best to have been always in fact democratic at heart . . . the autocracy that crowned the summit of her political structure, long as it had stood and terrible as was the reality of its power, was not, in fact, Russian in origin, character, or purpose; and now it has been shaken off and the great, generous Russian people . . . are fighting for freedom in the world, for justice, and for peace.”7 The US president quickly recognized the provisional government and pledged assistance.8 The prime minister–chairman of the Russian provisional government, Alexander Kerensky, seemed to embrace liberal instincts, as he advocated for freedom of speech, press, assembly, and religion, adopted universal suffrage, released thousands of political prisoners, promoted equal rights for women, and called for elections for a new constituent assembly. Americans in and out of government celebrated these liberal, democratic reforms.

At this moment in bilateral relations, the United States was surging as a global power, and Russia was in decline. But this shifting balance of power did not produce a Thucydides’s trap—when a rising great power threatens an existing great power, and war becomes inevitable. Ideological affinities mattered more. For a few months, regime change in Russia—from monarchy to democracy—fostered closer relations between Russia and the democratic United States.

The rapprochement did not last long. Kerensky’s republic survived only a few months, weakened by his decision to keep Russia fighting in World War I—a highly unpopular war among soldiers and civilians alike. In the fall of 1917, Vladimir Lenin and his Bolshevik Party overthrew Kerensky’s government in what they called the October Revolution, ending Russia’s brief experiment with liberal democracy and starting a long era of communist dictatorship.



PERIOD THREE: CONFRONTATION

After seizing power in October 1917 (November, by the Gregorian calendar), Lenin and his comrades tried to construct an entirely new political and economic system in Russia in which the Communist Party owned all property, set all prices, and managed all commerce allegedly on behalf of the peasants, workers, and soldiers. At the time, Lenin aspired to export this new communist model to the entire world, threatening not just democracies but capitalist economies. Well before the Bolshevik Revolution, socialist ideas were winning popular support worldwide, especially in Europe.

Lenin’s revolutionary project represented a direct challenge to the legitimacy of existing polities and economies in Europe, the United States, and Asia. Lenin wanted to establish relations between working and peasant classes that transcended national borders and, therefore, constituted a threat to all existing governments, including that of the United States. At this moment, the communist regime change in Russia, not the balance of power, played a central role in pushing US-Russia relations into a more confrontational standoff. After all, Russia emerged much weaker than the US from World War I, the Bolshevik Revolution, and the ensuing civil war. The Cold War began in 1917, not after World War II.

After the Bolsheviks seized power, President Woodrow Wilson instructed US diplomats in Russia to refrain from direct communication with the new Russian government. Wilson rhetorically criticized Russian Bolshevism and even deployed military force to undermine the new communist regime, joining Great Britain and France in invading Russia and enforcing an economic blockade in 1918, sending five thousand American soldiers to Arkhangelsk and then another eight thousand troops to Vladivostok. The mission of this military intervention changed over time. Initially, Western leaders wanted to force Russian soldiers to keep fighting the Germans on the Eastern Front. The Allied Powers worried about German-Bolshevik collusion, especially since Germany had facilitated Lenin’s return to Russia.9 The invading forces also sought to rescue the Czechoslovak Legion, which had been stranded along the Trans-Siberian railway. However, once inside Russia, the Allied Powers expanded their aims and took sides in the Russian civil war, supporting the White Army fighting the Bolsheviks’ Red Army. This military intervention failed. In August 1919, after enduring over 550 casualties, the American Expeditionary Force in northern Russia disbanded, and in April 1920, the American Expeditionary Force in Siberia departed.

For sixteen years, the United States refused to establish diplomatic relations with the Bolsheviks. Lenin and his comrades adopted an equally hostile position toward the US, portraying the US military intervention in Russia as proof of American imperial ambitions and the inevitable global clash between communism and capitalism.


THE COOPERATIVE INTERLUDE

After his election in 1932, President Roosevelt sought to improve relations with the Soviet Union, mostly out of fear of German fascism and Japanese imperialism. In 1933, for the first time since 1917, the United States and the Soviet Union established diplomatic relations. The two countries did not immediately collaborate in confronting Hitler as Stalin initially sided with Nazi Germany, as codified in the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, hoping that German armed forces would get bogged down in Western Europe and thereby allow the Soviet Union to expand farther into Eastern Europe. Stalin miscalculated. After conquering part of Poland, Hitler pivoted his armies westward and breezed to several easy victories in Western Europe. Per his agreement with Hitler, Stalin invaded Poland just a few weeks after Germany and later invaded Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Finland. On June 22, 1941, however, Hitler double-crossed Stalin and invaded the Soviet Union by launching Operation Barbarossa.

After Hitler attacked the Soviet Union, the United States maintained formal neutrality, even while supplying the USSR with military and economic assistance through the Lend-Lease program beginning in October 1941. That status changed on December 7, 1941, when Japan bombed Pearl Harbor, killing over 2,400 Americans. The United States declared war on Japan the following day and three days later on Germany and Italy. As they had been during the American War of Independence, the American Civil War, and World War I, Washington and Moscow were again on the same side.

From 1941 to 1945, realpolitik considerations dominated Soviet-American relations. Roosevelt and his administration deliberately downplayed ideological rifts to project Soviet-American solidarity; they recast the communist dictator Stalin as “Uncle Joe” and, through the Lend-Lease program, provided the Soviet Red Army with over $11.3 billion in military and economic assistance (roughly $180 billion today).10 For its part, Soviet antagonistic rhetoric about the United States also mellowed. Stalin developed a close relationship with President Roosevelt and, according to Stalin’s successor Nikita Khrushchev, “always stressed [General] Eisenhower’s decency, generosity and chivalry.”11 In 2013, when I traveled to Volgograd as the US ambassador to Russia to commemorate the seventieth anniversary of the Battle of Stalingrad, I met a handful of veterans—Russians and Ukrainians—of that horrific fight who several decades later still expressed enormous gratitude to me for our Lend-Lease program.

During the war, tensions about strategy at times strained bilateral relations. Stalin complained bitterly about delays in opening the second front in Western Europe. In World War II, the Soviet Union suffered between twenty-four and twenty-seven million military and civilian deaths, compared to slightly over four hundred thousand American soldiers and only several thousand civilians killed in Europe and Asia. Nonetheless, throughout the war, the United States and the Soviet Union remained allies.



THE COLD WAR RESUMES

After World War II, ideological differences between the Soviet Union and the United States gradually took center stage again. Historians have examined the tactical moves of Soviet and American leaders to speculate about missed opportunities for continued collaboration and assign blame for who started the Cold War. Maybe the speed of the conflict’s expansion could have been slowed; more adept diplomacy might have reduced its intensity. However, renewed confrontation was inevitable because the fundamental tension was driven not by power or leaders but by a clash of regime types and ideologies.

The United States emerged from World War II more powerful than any other country. Presidents Roosevelt and Truman and their teams deployed this power and authority to establish a set of multilateral institutions that later became known as the “liberal international order.”12 This new architecture included the United Nations, the International Monetary Fund, the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (the World Bank), the International Finance Corporation, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, which later became the World Trade Organization. Roosevelt believed that the United States and the Soviet Union could cooperate in concert with other great powers on global issues, irrespective of regime-type differences.

At times, the Soviet Union and the United States did succeed in working together on security and humanitarian matters within this new institutional architecture. For instance, they collaborated to create the United Nations in 1945. The UN, in turn, helped coordinate American and Soviet efforts to eradicate smallpox. The superpowers also cooperated in gaining international support for the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT) and the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), although the US Senate never ratified the latter. On many other issues, however, these new multilateral organizations only marginally reduced tensions. At the UN Security Council, the Soviet Union and the United States rarely agreed. Soviet leaders refused to join the IMF, the World Bank, or GATT and rebuffed American economic assistance through the Marshall Plan. After Truman led the effort to launch the North Atlantic Treaty Organization in 1949, Stalin responded by creating his own security alliance, the Warsaw Pact, in 1955. In reaction to the American-anchored multilateral economic institutions, Moscow launched the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON) for the communist world. The liberal international order never became global in reach. Opposing regime types and ideologies hardened the lines between these two decoupled security and economic systems.



GLOBAL IDEOLOGICAL COMPETITION

Each of these two radically different systems threatened the legitimacy of the other. Soviet leaders were not content with just building communism at home, and after World War II, US leaders did not return to American isolationist traditions. Instead, throughout the Cold War, American and Soviet leaders tried to promote their different political and economic systems abroad. At times, the aspiration of peaceful coexistence as a norm and policy held sway in both Washington and Moscow. But Soviet and American leaders ultimately devoted significant resources—including money, media, spies, and soldiers—to promote communism and capitalism, respectively, overseas. When Mao seized power in China in 1949, the People’s Republic of China joined this global ideological struggle with vigor.

The Cold War was not cold. The use of force—at times overt, at other times covert—played a central role in advancing the ideological agendas of both the Soviet Union and the United States. In Europe, Stalin’s main instrument for promoting communism was the Red Army. By 1948, communist regimes supported by and loyal to Moscow had taken over most of Eastern Europe, dividing the continent into two blocs for the next four decades. Stalin sought to take advantage of weak governments in Greece, Turkey, France, and Italy to promote communist revolutions through both peaceful and violent means. He unsuccessfully pushed for Libya to become a Soviet protectorate and withdrew from Iran only after tremendous pressure from the Allies. In Asia, Soviet leaders supported communist insurgents in China, Korea, Vietnam, and elsewhere.

At the end of World War II, some in Washington remained hopeful that the United States and the Soviet Union could continue to manage global security together. But Stalin’s subversive, oppressive tactics in promoting communist regimes in Eastern Europe made clear that collective security cooperation between ideologically divided superpowers was utopian. Former British prime minister Winston Churchill clarified matters in his “Iron Curtain” speech on March 5, 1946, in Fulton, Missouri, when he warned that “from Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest, and Sofia, all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in some cases, an increasing measure of control from Moscow.”13

American diplomat George Kennan affirmed Churchill’s thesis about the nature of Soviet power and offered a grand strategy in response: containment. In his famous article in Foreign Affairs in 1947, writing as “X,” Kennan assessed that containing communism was the “greatest task our diplomacy has ever faced, and probably greatest it will ever have to face.”14 Containing communism required not just balancing Soviet military power but also joining the fight against communist ideas within countries and societies. What resulted was four decades of global conflict that included not only soldiers lost but also millions of civilian casualties in this ideological struggle.15

Initially, American leaders debated the scope of containment. Kennan promoted a limited strategy, arguing that the United States did not have to check every Soviet move around the world or destroy every communist movement. Kennan did not even support the creation of NATO, arguing that containment in Europe could be achieved through less provocative means, and he did not think that South Korea needed defending. Kennan believed that Western leaders in the democratic world had to avoid perpetuating, through unnecessary provocations, an image of the Soviet Union as the enemy and should instead focus on strengthening democratic and market institutions at home.16 In Kennan’s view, global enthusiasm for communism would mellow, and internal contradictions within the Soviet system would eventually bring it down. Kennan was ultimately correct, although his prediction took four decades to come true.

Kennan’s recommendations for limited containment were entertained but ultimately rejected. Soviet assistance to communist insurgents in Greece fueled Truman’s commitment to a more global and aggressive strategy of containment.17 While speaking before Congress to request assistance for Greece and Turkey in 1947, in an address that codified what became known as the Truman Doctrine, President Truman framed the communist threat in existential terms: “It must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures . . . Collapse of free institutions and loss of independence would be disastrous . . . Should we fail to aid Greece and Turkey in this fateful hour, the effect will be far-reaching . . . If we falter in our leadership, we may endanger the peace of the world—and we shall surely endanger the welfare of this Nation.”18

The emergence of powerful communist movements in Italy and France, supported by Moscow, helped prompt the Marshall Plan, an economic and political assistance program that strengthened postwar recovery in Western Europe. To counter Soviet covert campaigns, the CIA channeled money to anti-communist leaders, parties, and trade unions throughout the world. Truman rejected the idea of distinguishing among different communist movements, believing that they were all manifestations of a Soviet grand strategy. As historian John Lewis Gaddis assessed, “The consequence [of this conceptualization] was an unnecessary proliferation of enemies in the world, an outcome very different from what the original concept of containment had intended.”19

In 1948, after Stalin backed a coup against the democratically elected government in Czechoslovakia and imposed a blockade to try to cut off West Berlin from West Germany, Cold War animosities intensified. Truman responded by ordering a massive airlift of supplies into the Allied-controlled parts of the city. Thankfully, this high-stakes game of chicken did not precipitate military conflict. But the standoff accelerated a deeper East-West split in Europe that lasted for four decades.

The following year, communists seized power in China, triggering fears in Washington and other capitals in the free world that historical trends were moving in favor of the communists. Bolder thinking about containment was needed.



THE KOREAN WAR

On June 25, 1950, communist North Korea invaded noncommunist South Korea. Historians still debate whether North Korean dictator Kim Il Sung made this decision independently or at the behest of Stalin. Mao’s role is also debated.20 Irrespective of who was in on this decision, the unanticipated communist invasion confirmed assumptions about Soviet global domination and compelled the United States to respond. As Truman explained, “The attack upon Korea makes it plain beyond all doubt that Communism has passed beyond the use of subversion to conquer independent nations and will now use armed invasion and war.”21

In September 1950, Truman approved a grander strategy for containing Soviet communism, codified in National Security Council Paper 68, which stated, “The Soviet Union, unlike previous aspirants to hegemony, is animated by a new fanatic faith, antithetical to our own, and seeks to impose its absolute authority over the rest of the world. Conflict has, therefore, become endemic and is waged on the part of the Soviet Union . . . Any substantial further extension of the area under the domination of the Kremlin would raise the possibility that no coalition adequate to confront the Kremlin with greater strength could be assembled.”22 NSC-68 defined the Soviet threat as inherently expansive. Soviet leaders would not stop until the whole world had adopted their communist ideas, system of government, and economic structures or until the United States stopped them.

Because the Soviet Union was boycotting the UN then, the UN Security Council voted to approve the US-led coalition to assist South Korea. Under the command of General Douglas MacArthur, the coalition forces won several early battles in the war, prompting Mao to order his “volunteer” army to enter North Korea in October 1950. For the first time, American soldiers were engaged in direct combat with communist soldiers from North Korea and the People’s Republic of China, all of whom were supported by Soviet weapons, ammunition, military planners, and even pilots, in a war over regime type. This protracted war of attrition lasted until July 27, 1953, when the Korean Armistice Agreement was signed and the demilitarized zone was established, to this day dividing the Korean Peninsula into two countries—one communist and one not.

Most American national security strategists interpreted the Korean War as a necessary act to contain communism, although the inconclusive results pleased few in American society. Soviet leaders had a different assessment. Less than a decade after the tremendous losses in World War II, Soviet leaders perceived the conflict as a major victory. Stalemate on the battlefield achieved with only minor Soviet military involvement fueled the impression of parity between communist and capitalist blocs.



THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS

After Stalin died in 1953, Nikita Khrushchev consolidated power by 1956. The new Soviet leader rolled back some of the most abusive features of Stalin’s totalitarianism at home but added a new focus to spreading communism abroad, especially in what was then called the third world (the capitalist world being the first world, the communist bloc being the second). As Europe and the Korean Peninsula became frozen conflicts, decolonization opened up ideological competition in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. Nearly every national liberation struggle for independence became a locus of contestation in the global Cold War.23

The next major superpower ideological clash erupted in 1959 when left-leaning Fidel Castro seized power in Cuba. After President Kennedy tried unsuccessfully to overthrow Castro in a coup attempt known as the Bay of Pigs invasion, Castro and his comrades became increasingly communist in orientation and more closely aligned with the Soviet Union. Delighted to embrace a new ally only a hundred miles from the American border, Khrushchev showered Castro’s regime with economic and military assistance and tried to deploy to the island nuclear weapons capable of hitting targets inside the United States. In response, in October 1962, President John F. Kennedy threatened to use a naval quarantine to stop these new deployments, propelling both countries into the most dangerous crisis of the Cold War.

Thankfully, Kennedy and Khrushchev succeeded in defusing the standoff. The two leaders subsequently realized that their countries had to develop better crisis-management and crisis-prevention mechanisms to avoid direct war, even if both continued competing in other arenas. By the 1970s, American and Soviet diplomats had negotiated several such channels of communication, including, most notably, the red phone hotline (although it is not an actual phone!).



VIETNAM

Among the many proxy wars between the US and the Soviet Union, the most tragic, unnecessary conflict was the Vietnam War. During the so-called First Indochina War, Presidents Truman and Eisenhower provided financial and military assistance to their French allies in the fight against nationalist liberation leader Ho Chi Minh and his Vietminh guerrilla army. Despite American support, the Vietminh destroyed the French forces during the Battle of Dien Bien Phu in 1954, compelling France to negotiate a hasty withdrawal agreement, which included a division of Vietnam similar to Korea’s. American strategists assessed that the United States had to fill the void left by France’s humiliating departure or the communists would seize control of all of Vietnam and its neighbors and, consequently, spark more communist victories throughout the world. This domino theory compelled American officials to directly intervene to try to replicate what had been achieved in Korea: a stalemate between a communist north and a capitalist south. They failed.

In 1954, President Eisenhower deployed US military advisers to South Vietnam. Under Presidents Kennedy and Johnson, the American military presence grew, eventually reaching 550,000 soldiers at the height of the war. After over 58,000 American deaths and no clear path to victory, in 1973, President Richard Nixon and his team negotiated a ceasefire with North Vietnam in return for withdrawal of US military and other foreign troops. However, two years later, the North Vietnamese army conquered South Vietnam and marched into Saigon; in 1976, the Socialist Republic of Vietnam was established. Around the same time, in 1975, the Communist Party of Kampuchea (the Khmer Rouge) seized power in Cambodia, as did the communist Lao People’s Revolutionary Party in Laos.

The American defeat in Vietnam created a strong impression around the world that communism was on the march and capitalism was in retreat. What Soviet leaders called the “world revolutionary process” seemed to be moving in their favor. Southern Africa was next.24 The 1974 Carnation Revolution triggered a transition to democracy in Portugal and the end of its empire abroad, allowing pro-Soviet communist parties and their armies to come to power in Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau, and Angola. However, a brutal civil war fueled by the USSR, the United States, Cuba, and South Africa continued in Angola until 2002. A few years after communist victories in southern Africa, Soviet and Cuban armies intervened in the Ogaden War between Somalia and Ethiopia to assist a communist comrade in Addis Ababa, Lieutenant Colonel Mengistu Haile Mariam. In December 1979, the Zimbabwe War of Liberation ended, allowing the Chinese-backed Zimbabwe African National Union party to win the first free and fair parliamentary election in February 1980, and it has stayed in power ever since. Zimbabwe African People’s Union, Moscow’s client, came in second in that election, but the country still leaned toward the communist bloc. Another Soviet-backed national liberation movement, the Southwest African People’s Organization, came to power in Namibia after independence in 1990.

In Central America, the collapse of Nicaragua’s dictatorship in 1979 allowed another pro-Soviet and Cuban-backed socialist regime, the Sandinistas, to seize power, sparking another proxy war in which the Reagan administration supported the Contra rebels in Nicaragua and backed anti-communist groups in El Salvador and Guatemala. The ideological battle between the Soviet Union and the United States was now global, violent, and growing even in the Western Hemisphere.



DÉTENTE

At the peak of US-Soviet competition in the developing world, President Nixon and General Secretary Leonid Brezhnev surprisingly nurtured a new period of bilateral cooperation—détente. While developing ties with the People’s Republic of China to balance a rising Soviet power, Nixon also cultivated a personal rapport with Brezhnev. The strategy achieved results. During the era of détente, the US and the USSR signed the Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty and Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (SALT I) in 1972 and the Threshold Test Ban Treaty in 1974. The United States and the Soviet Union also expanded bilateral trade during this détente era, and the US did not try to block growing economic ties between the Soviet Union and Western Europe, especially the construction of the Druzhba (from the Russian word meaning “friendship”) gas pipeline.

In 1975, the Soviet Union and the United States joined other European countries and Canada in signing the Helsinki Accords, which codified the borders redrawn by force during World War II and established an international forum—eventually renamed the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE)—tasked with managing security issues in Europe. Symbolic acts of cooperation, such as the 1975 Apollo-Soyuz docking in space, punctuated this optimistic era for bilateral engagement. In the 1970s, Washington and Moscow negotiated numerous crisis-management and crisis-prevention mechanisms, demonstrating that the two superpowers could compete and cooperate simultaneously.25 At this moment in history, in an echo of current US-China relations, there was a widespread perception that the Soviet Union was catching up to the United States regarding the balance of power, but that condition did not fuel greater conflict. Instead, new leaders, especially Nixon, negotiated a more cooperative era.



THE SOVIET INVASION OF AFGHANISTAN

Détente ended after Brezhnev invaded Afghanistan in 1979. It might have been the positive global trend in favor of communism in the 1970s, as well as the perceptions of American decline, that gave Brezhnev the false confidence to invade his neighbor to aid the communist regime there. This decision was a significant overreach and ultimately one of the indirect precipitants of the Soviet Union’s collapse. The massive Soviet military presence in the country sparked a new insurgency movement—the Mujahideen—against the Soviet invaders; the soldiers were funded and armed by the United States and its partners in the Middle East. American support for the anti-communist insurgents lasted for the entire decade of Soviet occupation, which ended in 1989 after a new reformist Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, who
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