Pekka Korhonen
University of Jyväskylä
pekka.a.korhonen@jyu.fi
August 2, 2020

A New Cold War?

During the past few years, the international atmosphere has become pessimistic and tense. The Trump
administration in the United States is only one symptom of this ambiance, not the cause, though of course it
has, with its curious combination of neglects and actions, been intensifying the situation.1 The waning of the
relative power of the United States in the world system, the ending of the roughly 30-year unipolar period
that began at the end of the Cold War, the general relative strengthening of various former third world
countries, and, most of all, the rise of China are the usual cited reasons for the present tension. There is
increased fragmentation of the rules-based international order. Autocratic forms of governance are on the rise
precisely because hierarchically unified decision-making enables fast and opportunistic action, i.e., breaking
established rules. Thus, we see not only middle level powers like North Korea, the Philippines, Russia,
Turkey, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Poland, or Hungary act relatively opportunistically in regional power contests.
We have also seen China under the Xi Jinping administration and then the United States under the Donald
Trump administration move toward more authoritarian and less rule-conscious directions.
In terms of the English School, one could say that the elements of the international system have become
stronger in respect to elements of the international and world societies. This raises the question about what
kind of world system we are moving toward now. A new cold war is one speculative possibility often
mentioned. In traditional realist theory, a confrontation between the status quo power and a rising imperialist
power is a logical outcome from changes in the relative power resources of the respective states.2 The
classics thought that rising powers would challenge status quo powers, but newer thinkers like Mearsheimer
consider that the status quo power is the one starting hostile actions at a time when the rising power is still
relatively weaker.3 This appears to be the situation now. The relationship between China and the United
States is not symmetric. The United States clearly has taken the initiative at the global level, intensifying
various trade measures against China and engaging in constant verbal attacks. These methods are serious, but
not yet at the stage where the United States would attempt to cut China off from energy and raw material
sources, as it did in the case of Japan leading up to World War II in the Pacific.4 That step would be quite
serious.
Structurally, in many ways, China is following in imperial Japan’s footsteps, though in a different
international environment. There is a consolidation of the national ethnic polity and a territorial outward
push. The difference is that the environment where China is acting is much tighter. China is territorially
surrounded by well-organized, militarily capable nation states, not crumbling empires.
A US-China War in the style of the 1930s and 1940s can be imagined, although the chances of that are
rather low. The main reason is the civilizing influence of nuclear weapons as argued by Kenneth Waltz in his
classical article.5 One can only hope that Waltz’s logic will also hold true in the current era.
If not World War II, could the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union serve as a
precedent for the current predicament? Both the United States and the Soviet Union were expansionary
imperialist powers, adding large tracts of new territory into their empires, though in the anti-colonial world
sometimes called alliances, sometimes spheres of interest. These empires were ideologically opposite to each
other with the SU advocating a socialist world revolution and the US trying to spread capitalism. A third
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characteristic of the system was that there was very little economic interdependence between the empires,
meaning that starting a conflict did not cost them much. The result was an intensive cold war that held
numerous chances of becoming a hot war. Even so, the current tension between China and the United States
does not resemble the post-World War II situation. The world is nowadays a more settled place, and both
China and the United States would have much to lose in a confrontation.
At least for the time being, Japan’s trade war with the United States in the 1980s might serve as a
precedent for understanding the situation, as Kishore Mahbubani has noted.6 Ostensibly, it was about trade,
but at a more fundamental level, it was about economic growth and the rising technological levels of Japan,
making it appear as a challenger to the United States. Then, like now, there was also a widespread discussion
on the decline of the United States, as exemplified by the theory of hegemonic change.
The “Japan-US Trade War” stayed narrowly at the economic and rhetorical planes with negligible
military aspects. Economic interdependence between them and the rest of the capitalistic world economy run
deep, strongly restraining the effects of the conflict. Another important characteristic of the conflict was that
Japan did not have any real allies nor a regional sphere of like-minded countries that could be called for help.
Japan was basically alone against the United States and its established world empire - and even one piece of
that empire. The whole time, Japan was securely controlled by the United States with military bases in
strategic locations, including the capital area, and a blending of the Japanese military command system with
US forces. This solitary situation among the East Asian nations has been a perennial problem in modern
Japan’s foreign policy and China’s situation is not much different.
It is nevertheless interesting that even though both opponents were market oriented democracies, there
were attempts at juxtaposing the two as opposing economic development models. There indeed was an
ideological difference, but despite all verbal noise, this “trade war” always stayed within safe boundaries and
dissipated as soon as Japan’s economic miracle ended. As subsequent Japanese governments did not initiate
any drastic political and social measures to continue growth, and the Japanese electorate certainly would not
have accepted them, we can conclude that Japan as a nation simply capitulated.
Considering this sequence of confrontations from World War II to the SU-US Cold War and the JapanUS Trade War, there are not only three systemic confrontations all ending in US triumphs, but also rapidly
diminishing levels of violence and damage. This is a strong trend regarding warfare in general. Although
weapon systems continuously become more lethal, large-scale military conflicts become fewer and there are
less casualties in them.7 Whether this is a result of the increasing lethality of weapons, aging societies,8 or
increasing levels of civilization9 is debatable. Trends, of course, can turn, but that possibility
notwithstanding, one could be inclined to observe the current China-US confrontation in an optimistic light.
Chinese economic growth has indeed been impressive and in purchasing power parity terms, it already
has surpassed the United States in GDP. China is also rapidly raising its technological levels and developing
its military capacities. There also exist keen foreign policy discussions in China about an ideal international
system where China replaces the United States as the leading country.10 This idea appears to be quite
widespread in Chinese society. When one teaches in Chinese universities, in class discussions, young
students with bright eyes may claim that the future world culture will be Chinese culture. There is also clear
support for president Xi Jinping’s proud foreign policy. Thus, at many levels, China is presenting a challenge
to the dominant position of the United States, which can also be seen in the large array of American books
and articles depicting the threatening rise of China. Chinese argumentation, on the other hand, systematically
presents the situation as a peaceful Chinese rise, beneficial to the world system, which does not lead to
military conflict.11
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China certainly is bigger than Japan and it is not militarily controlled by the United States, which would
imply that the current systemic confrontation would be deeper and longer than the Japan-US Trade War.
However, China also resembles Japan in many aspects. It does not have allies, except perhaps North Korea,
which is not necessarily reliable. It supports China occasionally, but definitely has its own foreign policy.12
The same goes for Russia, which has its own agenda for Eurasia.13 The rest of the countries in China’s
vicinity cooperate economically, but remain politically aloof, partly because of China’s expansionary
territorial ambitions—the same that bedeviled Japan’s relations with its neighbors during its imperial era.
Thus, one could regard with skepticism Kim Chae-Han’s prognosis on this forum of a future world divided
between the American and Chinese blocks.14 The Belt and Road (一带一路) initiative is meant to offset the
situation, but it remains to be seen whether it will be more successful than Japan’s lavish spending on
development aid since the 1960s in East and Southeast Asia, including China and South Korea, with which
Japan has constant, though small-scale, conflicts nowadays. For the time being at least, China appears to be
alone against the United States. This should have a strong dampening effect on the confrontation. Chinese
leadership always answers to US moves, but carefully.
The other strong factor conducive to a relatively peaceful confrontation is international economic
interdependence. During the past four decades, China has inserted itself deeply within the world economy.
At the moment, both the United States and China are in parallel processes of disentangling to some extent
from each other’s economies,15 but it is uncertain how far the process will go. Many American and
multinational companies reportedly do not wish to leave China because the existing production networks are
efficient with Chinese value added.16 Also, the rest of the world appears to be extremely reluctant to
participate in a systematic anti-China offensive.17 The US’s relative position in the world system is certainly
weakening, but China also has its weaknesses, in addition to its lack of allies. It is a rapidly aging society
with slowing growth rates18 and rising wage levels. This also is an aspect that closely resembles Japan during
its miracle period. Also, the Chinese miracle may one day end, which would change the politicopsychological situation.
On the basis of these considerations, one would expect that the China-US rivalry will not become a hot
war of the style of World War II nor even a military cold war like the SU-US confrontation. The situation
would probably involve a fair amount of technological military innovations, but that game is continuously
ongoing. The current confrontation staying at the economic and political fields, involving lots of demagogy
and endless, but not too successful, attempts at coalition building, would look like the most likely prospect
for a future world system within, say, the next 20 years. By that time, the world situation would again be so
different that this particular conflict would recede, if not into oblivion, at least in importance.
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Nevertheless, for the time being, life would be interesting for countries in between China and the United
States. The confrontation would be global, though much maneuvering would probably again be on the
Eurasian landmass with an emphasis on Asia this time. States able to maintain relative autonomy and rapid
adjustment to changing economic and political challenges would certainly be the winners in this kind of
gaming environment. Switzerland and Singapore have always thrived during great power confrontations
because big actors have needed to treat them cordially. Otherwise, falling too closely under the command of
either big power would be rather dangerous because, in the minds of any big power’s leadership, the
temptation to test the opponent in a proxy conflict on foreign territory would be irresistible in the long run.
Similarly, being slow in adjusting to shocks, whether economic, political, epidemic, or climatic, would also
be seen as a weakness to be exploited.
Thus, countries like North Korea, the Philippines, Russia, and Iran are already adjusting themselves to
the next phase in the development of human civilization. South Korea, Japan, Taiwan, and Vietnam will also
certainly be star actors at the stage with the rest of the states in Southeast and South Asia likewise having
important roles. The rest of the world will likely be occasionally participating spectators, but continuous
betterment of their national organizations will be demanded from all states in the system. In theory, the
development of humankind could take place in a more peaceful way, but only periodic waves of
confrontation seem to be offered.

