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ABSTRACT
Even though the term ‘New Cold War’ has become ubiquitous in 
political and media discourse since the mid-2010s, this popular
ity was not paralleled by an equal level of academic engage
ment. The New Cold War has remained under-conceptualised 
and siloed in different research traditions. This forum argues 
that understanding the New Cold War as a historical analogy, 
a general concept, or a historical process yields distinct insights 
into current geopolitics, and makes the case that distinguishing 
between these usages is critical for making sense of both the 
term’s political force and its analytical value. Regardless of 
which framing is adopted, the forum collectively reveals that 
Cold War discourses do not merely label pre-existing tensions 
but actively make geopolitical space, re-territorialising interna
tional politics, re-centring the state, and rendering complex 
rivalries legible through familiar binaries. The starting point for 
the forum is a critical dialogue with Barry Buzan’s article from 
2024 that makes the, to date, most comprehensive case for 
making the ‘cold war’ into a general concept in international 
relations. The forum’s contributors assess the concept’s expla
natory value and limits alongside its political effects from differ
ent disciplinary and regional perspectives. They hence examine 
the New Cold War as being both concept and historical analogy, 
without it being impossible to disentangle the two; as 
a discursive repertoire used by US presidents; as a historical 
process continuing the US–Russia opposition beyond 1989; as 
a model to define new US–China opposition; and as a lens to 
make sense of US–China–Russia relations in Latin America. The 
forum concludes with Buzan reflecting on these interpretations 
and defending his proposal considering contemporary geopo
litical developments.
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Introduction: Decoding the New Cold War

Despite the Cold War ending in 1989, policymakers and observers have 
returned to the expression ‘cold war’ to describe new kinds of geopolitical 
tension in the years after. From the War on Terror in the 2000s to the growing 
economic opposition with China in the 2010s to the (half)proxy-war with 
Russia in Ukraine, the Cold War seemed to provide an endless source of 
(fruitful) analogies. Since 2014, a qualitative shift has, however, happened: 
the term ‘New Cold War’ became ubiquitous in political and media discourse. 
As China and Russia upgraded their bilateral relationship to a ‘comprehensive 
strategic partnership’ in 2019 and Russia invaded Ukraine in 2022, the term 
seemed to transcribe a more tangible reality of opposition between a Western 
bloc led by the United States and an Eastern bloc centred on the Russia–China 
partnership. The world had apparently entered a ‘new’ or ‘second’ cold war, as 
most Europeans believed according to a poll in 2021 (Krastev and Leonard  
2021).

The popularity of ‘New Cold War’ in public discourse has not been matched 
by an equal level of academic engagement, and the concept has remained 
under-conceptualised. Some scholars loosely invoke the Cold War label to 
stress intensifying great powers rivalry, coexistence of competition and coop
eration in great power relations, and historical continuities (Leoni 2024; Sakwa  
2008; Westad 2019; Zhao 2019); others examine its effects in different regions 
(Åberg and Peltola 2025) or on domestic politics (Rotaru 2019; Winkler 2025). 
Conclusions about its reality vary, from those prognosticating a new bipolarity 
(Tunsjø 2018), to those cautioning against reifying rivalry through cold war 
language (Karaganov and Suslov 2019); to those accepting the label instru
mentally (Radchenko 2024). The result is a disjointed field, without a coherent 
agenda spanning US–China and West–Russia relations alongside deeper con
ceptual and historical reflections. In this forum, we show how understanding 
the New Cold War as a historical analogy, a general concept, or a historical 
process yields distinct insights into current geopolitics and academic research.

First, as historical analogy, cold war narratives convey a particular – but 
‘banal’ – vision of global politics that has been circulated more by the media 
than by policymakers (Ciută and Klinke 2010). The Cold War becomes then 
a source of political imaginaries that helps order international politics (see 
Tuathail and Dalby 2002), but that has limited value as an analytical term. 
Indeed, competing explanatory frameworks based on other historical periods 
could be equally valid; only opportunism and limited historical knowledge 
would then favour the Cold War analogy.

By contrast, Buzan (2024) has made what is the most comprehensive case 
for treating ‘cold war’ as a general concept, defining it as a ‘particular type of 
conflict in international relations’ (2024, 239). The cold war – as a type of 
war – becomes ‘a durable and deep political confrontation about power and 
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international order that, because of the existence of a strong defence dilemma, 
neither side wants to resolve by a hot war’ (2024, 244). Cold wars need not to 
conform in all aspects to the Cold War of the twentieth century that provided 
a high bar to clear. They can lack the ideological component of the original 
one, operate at the regional level, or have (half)proxy military confrontations. 
One criterion cold wars share, though, is that they must happen in the context 
of the threat of total annihilation created by nuclear weapons and, possibly in 
the future, climate change.

Third, as a historical process, current geopolitical tensions may be inter
preted not as an isolated episode that resembles the Cold War, but as a discrete 
phase within a longer historical sequence. From this perspective, similarity or 
dissimilarity with the original Cold War is less important than the continuity 
of its underlying pattern. Just as the world wars differed in many respects but 
are understood as part of the same overarching historical sequence, so succes
sive cold wars may be connected without being comparable. Schindler et al. 
conceptualise contemporary US–China rivalry not as a repetition of the Cold 
War but as the second chapter in the story of sustained challenge to a US-led 
international order (2024). In the 1980 s, Halliday had argued for tracing the 
start of a ‘Second Cold War’ to 1979, as opposed to a ‘First Cold War’ between 
1946 and 1953. He saw renewed confrontation between the superpowers 
during the Soviet-Afghan War (1979–89) as both a new situation and part of 
an overarching geopolitical sequence (Halliday [1983] 1986; Klimentov 2024). 
Recently, Sakwa argued that the post-1989 ‘cold peace’ gave way to a ‘Second 
Cold War’ in the twenty-first century, similarly emphasising continuity over 
rupture (2024). Overall, all these contributions identify connected historical 
phases of détente, geopolitical reconfiguration, and renewed antagonism 
between nuclear great powers.

The choice among such approaches is not merely an analytical one; it carries 
important political consequences. Calling it a ‘war’ suggests a scale and 
intensity of confrontation that justifies military responses. Calling it ‘cold’ 
suggests a degree of restraint and managed rivalry that may lull observers into 
complacency about the risks of escalation. Calling it a ‘new’ cold war suggests 
novelty and circularity, implying that the present is at once unprecedented and 
a return to familiar patterns. Numbering the cold wars, as Barry Buzan 
proposes in his concluding essay when he notes that we are now in a ‘Third 
Cold War’, implies a sequential logic in which great power confrontation is 
a recurring condition of international politics. In this forum, we prefer the 
label ‘New Cold War’, to stress the existences of a second period of sustained 
geopolitical confrontation distinct from the Cold War of the twentieth 
century.

Regardless of which label is used, it does not simply label pre-existing 
tensions; it actively shapes how political space, temporality, authority, and 
threats are understood. Put differently, the more media and pundits (and 
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policymakers) speak of a New Cold War, the more the latter might become 
a political reality. First, the New Cold War discourse re-territorialises inter
national politics, re-centring the state despite decades of deep globalisation. 
While global networks, transnational flows, and non-state actors remain 
important (Schindler et al. 2024), the language of the New Cold War privileges 
sovereign states, borders, and geopolitical blocs as primary actors in global 
politics and units of analysis. Drawing attention to familiar centres of author
ity and decision-making, it reverses the emphasis on de-territorialised threats 
and supranational governance, re-trapping the world into a geopolitical ima
ginary long challenged by critical geopolitical scholars (Agnew 1994). At the 
same time, this emerging rivalry unfolds in a context of weaponised inter
dependence that can itself become a source of vulnerability and leverage 
(Drezner, Farrell, and Newman 2021).

Second, the discourse renders danger more concrete and actionable. Unlike 
the post-9/11 focus on terrorism or the future risks associated with climate 
change and new technologies, it frames danger in terms of identifiable state 
actors, military capabilities, and tangible objectives. Against an uncertain 
future, Cold War language offers clear adversaries and reference points for 
policy, simplifying the world into familiar binaries of friend and foe, demo
cratic and authoritarian, West and East, and centring the debate on known 
threats such as nuclear weapons. It thereby gives a sense of prioritisation and 
direction, reaffirming belonging within a concrete geopolitical space and 
a recognisable community of allies (Browning 2018). It does so even against 
developments that undercut the paradigm’s core logic, such as the growing 
cracks in the transatlantic alliance or the absence of a full-fledged alliance 
between Russia and China, or Russia and Iran.

These dimensions do not imply, however, that the cold war concept must be 
dismissed as simplistic or as a journalistic offspring. On the contrary, it is 
precisely because the New Cold War performs both tangible and intangible 
functions that it deserves systematic analytical attention. Fora like this are 
necessary to analyse ways in which it can be relevant. Rather than rejecting the 
term outright or embracing it uncritically, the contributors to this forum 
assess its explanatory value and limits alongside its political effects, a crucial 
exercise due to its conceptual, historical, contemporary, and geographically 
global ramifications.

This forum’s starting point is a critical dialogue with Buzan’s (2024) article. 
Reflecting on the New Cold War literature, articles in this forum revolve 
around a deeper question that underpins contemporary debates on the New 
Cold War, namely, what kind of phenomenon the cold war is and how it can 
be studied: Is it best understood as a specific yet recurring form of geopolitical 
conflict, composed of historically connected phases? As a general analytical 
concept describing a particular form of geopolitical rivalry? Or as an analogy 
for contemporary politics, a useful metaphor, a political discourse and 
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strategical rhetoric resource? The contributors engage this question from 
different disciplinary and regional perspectives, opening a debate not only 
about whether a New Cold War exists, but also about how and whether the 
cold war concept can be used analytically.

Seen from this perspective, the forum reveals how the New Cold War 
operates in contemporary scholarship and political practice. Mikhail Suslov 
questions whether the Cold War provides the most appropriate historical 
framework for interpreting contemporary geopolitical rivalries, pointing 
instead to earlier periods of imperial rivalry such as the late nineteenth 
century, and examines how to conceptualise the cold war as a general concept. 
Matthew Hefler examines the use of Cold War analogies through the lens of 
applied history, highlighting the risks that such generalisations pose once they 
enter policy discourse, and stressing how, as much as similarities, one should 
emphasise difference between historical periods. Vassily Klimentov and 
Stephanie Winkler examine the Cold War as a rich discursive repertoire that 
US presidents mobilise strategically while deliberately avoiding the actual term 
itself.

A further group of contributions explores the cold war as a discrete histor
ical process, focusing on the empirical and regional dimensions of contem
porary rivalries. Isabell Burmester and Zeno Leoni take a long-term historical 
perspective and argue that tensions between Russia and the West reflect 
a continuation of Cold War dynamics after 1989. Minghao Zhao examines 
US–China relations from the perspective of a New Cold War, emphasising 
differences between the present rivalry and the twentieth century US–Soviet 
rivalry. Finally, Vladimir Rouvinski draws attention to Latin America, show
ing that global rivalry does not necessarily produce cold war-like structures at 
the regional level. The forum concludes with Buzan reflecting on his proposal 
to treat ‘cold war’ as a general analytical concept in light of the forum’s 
contribution, and how contemporary geopolitical developments affect his 
claims.

Taken together, the contributions raise several unresolved questions. 
First, they diverge on the temporality of the original Cold War: for some 
it is a closed historical period; for others it never fully ended, for others, 
still, we may be witnessing a second, or even a third, cold war. If cold 
wars can recur, or coexist across regions and different temporal modal
ities, what does this imply for the concept’s analytical purchase? The 
contributions also highlight the normative and political stakes of Cold 
War language, raising the question of scholarly responsibility in light of 
the performative effects of geopolitical concepts. They also underscore the 
uneven interpretation and utilisation of the cold war across different 
contexts and regions, underscoring the relevance of decoding the New 
Cold War from diverse perspectives. Relatedly, a deeper engagement with 
Chinese perspectives on the cold war concept remains outstanding. While 
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Zhao’s contribution to this forum examines US–China relations and the 
Chinese use of the term ‘Cold War mentality’, the broader debate would 
benefit from centring the experiences and perspectives of actors beyond 
the transatlantic core.

Ultimately, the contributions highlight an unresolved tension at the heart of 
the debate. While our initial expectation was that contributors might be split 
between those emphasising the analytical value of cold war as a general 
concept and those treating it as a historical analogy or part of a longer 
historical sequence of confrontations, many interventions appeared instead 
mixed. They often noted the cold war concept’s susceptibility to political 
appropriation and misunderstanding. Rather than resolving these competing 
approaches into a single definition, the forum demonstrates that ‘cold war’ 
operates simultaneously as historical process, general concept, and historical 
analogy, often with important overlaps between these registers. Buzan’s pro
posal to derive such a concept from the Cold War therefore raises a broader 
question about how scholars move from necessarily unique historical experi
ences to more general analytical categories, and which elements are selected or 
excluded, and why. These questions suggest a vibrant agenda for future 
research.

The Limits of the ‘New Cold War’ Paradigm in Contemporary Geopolitics

Mikhail Suslov
This essay, without dismissing the heuristic potential of the ‘New Cold War’ 
concept altogether, examines the analytical limitations of understanding the 
Cold war as a general concept. The essay takes Barry Buzan’s definition, 
according to which the two requirements for defining a cold war are ‘the 
existence of disputes seen as worth fighting about plus a defence dilemma that 
raises hot war to, or above, the level of defeat as the military catastrophe to be 
avoided’, as its starting point (2024, 243). Both elements of this definition will 
be critically examined here. First, it explores the imperative of fighting wars 
through geopolitical culture and ideology, arguing that the existential, almost 
‘cosmic war’, logic of the historical Cold War differs markedly from the 
motivations driving conflicts today. The essay then turns to the second com
ponent of Buzan’s formulation, arguing that the principle of mutually assured 
destruction, which effectively prevented the Cold War from escalating into 
direct military confrontation between the superpowers, no longer applies in 
the same way. Finally, it briefly considers the risks and empirical limitations 
involved in using historical parallels as analytical tools.

Fights Which Are Worth Fighting
The first element of Buzan’s definition of the ‘cold war’ points to the ideational 
sphere – ‘disputes seen as worth fighting about’. This requires disentangling 
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the issues of the Cold War’s geopolitical imagination and ideology. While 
mentioning ideology, Buzan does not pay sufficient attention to this question, 
thereby buttressing similarities and neglecting differences between the histor
ical Cold War and the world today. The fundamental difference between the 
historical Cold War and contemporary geopolitical entanglement is the for
mer’s logic of teleological competition and universalism. Khrushchev’s oft- 
misinterpreted phrase – ‘Whether you like it or not, history is on our side. We 
will bury you!’ – was not a threat of physical annihilation, but an assertion of 
capitalism’s eventual displacement as a structurally inferior formation (‘We 
will’ 1956). This optimistic and deterministic vision of history resonated 
strongly in both Soviet and communist circles worldwide (Rupprecht 2015).

On the other side, the equally teleological and universalistic logic of liberal 
democracy, portraying humanity’s evolution as an unstoppable modernisation 
process, contributed to the ultimate division of the world into two sharply 
delineated camps. Walt Rostow’s Stages of Economic Growth, telling subtitled 
A Non-Communist Manifesto, mapped five stages of economic growth as an 
arrow, its sharp tip resting firmly against the endpoint of Western capitalist 
democracy (Rostow 1960, 4). Thus, the ideology and concomitant geopolitical 
culture of the Cold War constructed the need to fight this war not merely as 
a threat from the ‘mortal enemy’, but as a natural condition of this world 
(Sharp 2000).

Today’s geopolitical imagination sharply diverges from this Cold War 
temporal fixation. It instead projects a world of rival spatial and cultural bodies 
(‘civilisations’) driven by security concerns and perceptions of geopolitical 
‘vitality’, not unlike the representations of imperial rivalry in fin-de-siècle 
nineteenth century politics. Back then, the geopolitical worldview translated 
capitalist modernity into the language of international relations by fore
grounding competition, sovereignty, geopolitical potential, and national inter
est (Atkinson and Dodds 2002). In the age of the closing frontier and Social 
Darwinism, geopolitics was perceived as a kind of behavioural science, study
ing the conduct of healthy state ‘bodies’. The spatial logic of geopolitical 
struggle provides a completely different rationale for fighting. It is less a quasi- 
religious ‘cosmic battle’, but rather a competition for spheres of influence and 
a struggle for recognition.

Today, the rationale of the spheres of influence reappears in, for example, 
President Donald Trump’s reanimation of the Monroe Doctrine, proclaiming 
the entire Western hemisphere as the US zone of influence. The war in 
Ukraine manifests another but related dynamics. As Buzan himself aptly 
remarks (2024, 249), the importance of Ukraine hinges on the West’s ‘sense 
of status’ and fears of demonstrating that the West is ‘in decline’. This is even 
more true for Russia, whose perceived lack of recognition from the ‘significant 
Other’ prodded it towards confrontation with the West (Tsygankov 2012). 
What distinguishes the present from late 19th great power competition is the 
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advent of the neoliberal principles of self-care in international relations, 
exemplified in Trump’s rhetoric of a ‘deal’, or in ideology of Civilizationism. 
In any case, what makes a fight today worth fighting is far from the Cold War 
geopolitical culture.

Another distinctive feature of thinking about the international order today 
is the weaponisation of large-scale infrastructural and economic projects, such 
as the Belt and Road Initiative (Schindler, DiCarlo, and Paudel 2022), recalling 
the geopolitical significance of the Chinese Eastern Railway and the Berlin– 
Baghdad railway projects at the turn of the twentieth century. Combined with 
the absence of robust rules and mechanisms of conflict resolution (e.g., 
Legvold 2014), these dynamics place the contemporary international environ
ment uncomfortably close to the pre-1914 condition, or to the beginning of 
the Cold War before the Cuban Missile Crisis, when clear red lines in relations 
between the great powers had not yet existed.

Understanding the weakness of this link in his argumentation, Buzan 
adduces two propositions to demonstrate ideological parallelisms between 
today and the post-WWII world order. The first, the divide between demo
cratic and authoritarian regimes (Buzan 2024, 247), is too ideologically shallow 
and empirically murky to come even close to Cold War times. On the one 
hand, Russia is authoritarian in its own way, very dissimilar from Chinese or 
Venezuelan authoritarianisms. On the other hand, actual alliances obviously 
run across the democracy–authoritarianism divide, exemplified by Russia 
siding with democratic India, versus the European Union extending its stra
tegic partnership to not-so-democratic Ukraine and Kazakhstan.

Buzan’s second claim about the ideological competition during and after the 
Cold War concerns Russia’s attempts to reach out to the Global South – not 
dissimilar from the USSR’s policy of decolonisation in the ‘Third World’. 
Indeed, segments of the contemporary Russian elite are recycling Soviet anti- 
neo-colonial rhetoric (e.g., Audinet 2025). However, drawing on Lenin’s 
theory of imperialism, Soviet ideology framed Western neo-colonialism as 
an agony – a desperate attempt by a dying hegemon to cling to undeserved 
privileges. Today, ideologues of Putinism selectively appropriate this legacy 
without embracing the teleological optimism of Marxism–Leninism; in their 
rendition, neo-colonialism becomes a natural, almost bodily instinct of 
Western societies to exploit and dominate others. Besides, there are virtually 
no ‘Putinist regimes’ in the Global South, comparable to the socialist regimes 
of the Cold War era. Instead, one can speak of dispersed ‘Putinist forces’ across 
different countries, evoking analogies with the interwar Comintern rather 
than with Cold War – style bipolarity.

In addition to these points, it could be mentioned that the Russian leader
ship is making concerted efforts to construct a universalist doctrine, yet it 
remains remarkably ‘thin’ and predominantly negative in content, amounting 
largely to anti-Westernism and the claim that, in a world of several 
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civilisations, no universal normative platform should exist (e.g., Laruelle  
2024). Ideology is back in international politics with renewed force, but its 
character has changed. Today’s geopolitical conflicts are driven not by the 
grand narratives of the Cold War, but by hybrid and identity-based currents. 
Look no further than ‘Putinism’, which merges conservatism, left-wing anti- 
globalism, and neoliberalism (Suslov 2024), while claiming to represent the 
authentic liberalism that the West has abandoned (Putin 2022). Interestingly, 
the Kremlin only started to formalise this regime ideology during and after 
Putin’s third term (2012–18). This means the ideological justification arrived 
long after the geopolitical rift with the West has begun.

MAD or Just Mad?
The second part of Buzan’s definition concerns the centrality of mutually 
assured destruction in the definition of cold wars. This, however, is a feature 
of a specific historical epoch – the height of the Cold War after the Cuban 
Missile Crisis – and it is losing much of its constraining power today as the 
post-WWII architecture of nuclear security is being steadily dismantled, 
including, among others, the ABM Treaty in 2002, the INF Treaty in 2019, 
and the impending expiration of the New START Treaty in 2026. 
Simultaneously, the ‘tolerance threshold’ for the potential deployment of 
nuclear weapons appears to have markedly lowered. For generations on both 
sides of the geopolitical divide who lived through the later phases of the Cold 
War, the ‘never let it happen’ mantra and the existential fear that tomorrow 
might not come were integral to everyday political consciousness.

By contrast, contemporary discourse suggests a troubling normalisation of 
nuclear escalation both in the expert press and at the popular level. Sergei 
Karaganov, an influential pro-Kremlin strategist, combines a plausible diag
nosis with a horrifying prescription: Observing that Western publics have lost 
their fear of nuclear Armageddon, he argues that Russia should restore 
deterrence by destroying one or two European cities (Karaganov 2026). 
Thus, it is hard to overlook the erosion of the restraining function of weapons 
of mass destruction, whose potential use is increasingly framed in terms of 
military expediency and reputational calculation rather than the survival of 
humanity (e.g., Iakunin 2022). In this context, what appears to restrain nuclear 
escalation in Ukraine is less the logic of mutually assured destruction than the 
absence of strategically decisive targets and the expectation of catastrophic 
reputational costs. The danger of analytical hypnosis induced by historical 
analogy is therefore especially acute here: The absence of nuclear war in the 
present offers no reliable guarantee against its occurrence in the future.

Parallels or Self-Fulfilling Prophecies?
A historian’s knee-jerk reaction to terms like ‘New Cold War’ is well 
known: we dislike them. When we extract history from its specific 
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chronological and regional context to build analytical models for the 
present, we at best commit a fallacy of anachronism and, at worst, create 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the study of violence, especially wars, such 
prophecies easily morph into security paradoxes and thus may come at an 
unacceptably high price. Buzan is not oblivious to this (2024, 240), yet he 
underestimates how far the ‘New Cold War’ analogy can mislead, lulling 
us into assuming that we live through a relatively stable, low-intensity, 
and long-lasting confrontation, in his expression, ‘a slow-motion 
affair’ (244).

The ‘slow-motion’ claim is problematic in both its premise and in its 
corollary. First, a granular examination of the historical Cold War, with its 
staggering death toll across multiple proxy wars and its moments of acute 
brinkmanship, most notably during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, stretches 
the ‘slow-motion’ metaphor to the point of distortion. Outside of the West, the 
Cold War was often more hot than cold, and more sudden than slow. 
Nonetheless, second, when deployed as an analytical lens for contemporary 
global politics in the West and Russia, the ‘cold war’ label does risk obscuring 
precisely those features that most require attention today: Volatility, escalation 
dynamics, and the erosion of restraining mechanisms.

Even more troubling is the negative trajectory of these trends. By 2025, the 
Global Peace Index shows marked deterioration: more countries are in armed 
conflict than at any time since 1945, military expenditures continue to rise, 
and fatalities from interstate and civil wars are increasing (Institute for 
Economics & Peace 2025). The Iran war, which began on 28 February 2026, 
is involving new countries in the Middle East every day. In this light, one 
might reasonably ask whether we are sleepwalking into a hot war while 
reassuring ourselves that we are still in time for a cold one. The analytical 
risks are compounded by the political temptation to instrumentalise the ‘New 
Cold War’ narrative for self-legitimation and the construction of enemy 
images (Browning 2018; Ciută and Klinke 2010).

Cold War Concept Beyond Buzan
Could the ‘cold war’ concept still be analytically useful if it were disentangled 
from its specific historical context and reformulated as a Weberian ideal type? 
Drawing on Halliday ([1983] 1986), the Cold War may be understood as the 
globalisation of an existential conflict that, from the standpoint of instrumen
tal rationality, cannot be escalated without becoming self-destructive for the 
opposing sides.

As an ideal type, the Cold War constitutes a deliberate simplification of 
a complex, temporally extended historical phenomenon, not a hypothesis to be 
empirically verified but an analytical tool against which different historical 
episodes can be measured for their proximity to, or deviation from, this model. 
Such deviations, in turn, invite further inquiry into their underlying causes 
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and facilitate the development of more nuanced typologies and subcategories. 
From this perspective, the historical Cold War remains unique within its own 
category, and any notion of a ‘Second Cold War’ can only be formulated as 
a hypothetical possibility rather than an empirical reality.

At present, several commonly cited candidates for this category fail to meet 
the core criteria of the distilled ideal type. The US–China confrontation lacks 
a genuinely existential character, as there is no fundamental incompatibility 
between Chinese socio-economic structures and Western neoliberal systems. 
The same applies to Russia and Western Europe, which likewise lacks deep 
mutual incommensurability. On the one hand, the Russian leadership aspires 
to present an existential alternative to the Western model, while in its societal 
parameters remaining an average East European neoliberal country. On the 
other, securitisation pressures have prompted a rapid retreat from core liberal 
principles in several Western European countries, thereby blurring the dis
tinction between them and their adversary.

In sum, Buzan’s dismissal of ideology creates a fundamental analytical 
difficulty: Once the clash of teleological and universalist ideologies is removed 
from the picture, the Cold War becomes indistinguishable from any other 
great-power rivalry. The concept of ‘cold war’ then risks inflation into a catch- 
all label for any antagonism that does not result in direct conflict. Beyond this 
conceptual problem, applying the ‘cold war’ prism to contemporary geopoli
tical dynamics is itself misleading. Today’s conflicts are neither structured by 
universalist teleology nor reliably constrained by fear of mutual destruction. 
They more closely resemble pre-1914 struggles among territorial blocs – or the 
early, unstable phase of the original Cold War before the 1962 Cuban Missile 
Crisis, a period that would not even satisfy Buzan’s own definition given the 
nuclear asymmetry between adversaries. Framing the present landscape as 
a ‘New Cold War’ therefore risks confusing escalation with stability and 
substituting analogy for analysis.

A New ‘Cold War’ Framework: An Applied History Analysis

Matthew Hefler
The question of whether the United States and its allies are in a New Cold War 
with Russia or China has generated renewed attention to the concept itself. 
Barry Buzan makes a compelling case for treating ‘cold war’ as an analytical 
rather than a strictly historical concept. In his construction, the first Cold War 
serves as the analytical template that can inform a new ‘cold war’ framework 
with two key definitional components: Disputes between great powers and the 
deterrence from ‘hot war’ imposed by nuclear arsenals. Buzan makes 
a persuasive case: The framework could open a research agenda for scholars 
of International Relations, direct focus towards the current competition, and, 
perhaps, offer insight about this New Cold War (Buzan 2024, 253–255).
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However, there is reason for caution towards this new framework, especially 
considering how it will impact policy. Buzan is explicit that ‘one advantage of 
generalizing the idea of cold wars, and framing current developments as 
a Second Cold War, is that it constructs the basis for a long perspective’, 
thereby opening the research agenda ‘but also a policy agenda for practi
tioners’ (2024, 253). This speaks to the benefits of a new framework and 
makes it necessary to consider how it would operate in practice from 
a historical perspective.

Buzan does not set out to examine the use of analogies in foreign policy 
making, but his proposal, and his assessment that it carries implications and 
possibly tools for policymakers (rather than theorists alone), raises important 
questions about generalising from historical events and about what can be 
gained from applied history. By generalising from a case study of one (or, 
arguably, two) Buzan is in effect engaging in concept formation with a view to 
its practical use by way of historical analogy, a fundamental form of applied 
history. He explores how cold war differs from hot war, how the Cold War 
differs from the New Cold War, and what these calculations tell us about the 
concept of ‘cold war’.

This intervention does not dispute that ‘cold war’ can be an analytical 
concept. Instead, it examines the ‘history of applied history’ to help inform 
the establishment of a conceptual framework and identify risks that may 
emerge as it migrates from scholarship into policy and public discourse. It 
holds that even a concept derived from a specific historical episode is unlikely 
to escape functioning as analogy once it enters policy processes. On one hand, 
policymakers who engage with the analytical concept may have little or no 
grounding in theory, and so the distinctions between ‘cold war’ as an academic 
concept and Cold War as a well-known historical event could easily be 
blurred. On the other hand, the process of establishing a general concept 
requires generalising about complex historical events and so, once outside 
the confines of academic discourse, the concept would be as open to inter
pretation as popular understandings of the Cold War itself. Since it is possible 
that a ‘New Cold War’ concept is as likely to be understood by perceptions of 
the history upon which it is based as it is by the framework established by 
theorists to contain it, it is important to consider the role of analogy in its 
creation and policy implications.

The main argument is that generalising ‘cold war’ as an analytical frame
work mobilises historical analogy in ways that, like other analogies, are 
open to oversimplification when they enter political use. The way scholars 
will use a framework cannot be fully sealed off from how politicians and 
the public will use it, especially when the concept is designed to inform 
policy. Policymakers will use it to defend their decisions and thereby 
engage popular understandings of history that may have little relation to 
the analytical concept itself. The record of generalised analogies, 
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represented by the cases of the Munich Agreement and the Vietnam War, 
suggests that a cold war framework will be vulnerable to misuse as 
a shorthand that could constrain policy rather than inform it. This inter
vention argues that if a cold war framework is established, it should include 
an explicit focus on how it will shape policy and public discourse; that it 
should be established only if it brings more insight to the geopolitical 
competition than policymakers would otherwise have; and that, if estab
lished, it employs the insight provided by applied history in resisting 
oversimplification.

Historians agree that history is integral to policymaking but that generally it 
is poorly used. Even when policymakers think they have devised a new 
approach, it usually came from history (MacMillan 2010, 8). In high- 
pressure situations, policymakers ‘are often selective, uncritical, one- 
dimensional and biased in their thinking about the past’ (Brands and Suri  
2016, 1–4). Neustadt and May famously likened applied history to sex educa
tion: Since decision-makers are going to use history anyway, the goal should be 
to help them do so self-consciously and critically (Neustadt and May 1986). 
They especially warn about obvious analogies that can give false reassurance. 
Frank Gavin argues that history’s value is less in analogies than in a ‘historical 
sensibility’, one that highlights contingency, rejects false inevitability, and 
which gains from contested interpretations of events like the Cold War 
(Gavin 2026).

For many specialists, the power of applied history lies in complicating 
assumptions. They urge caution when concepts will interact with policy
makers and the public. The stakes are high. At some level everyone constructs 
their own understanding of history (Ehrhardt 2022, 18). Michael Howard 
argued that historians must shape the historical ‘reservoirs’ that contribute 
to public understandings. Wrong narratives are a major concern; if for 
instance it were ‘widely believed that Adolf Hitler had no special responsibility 
for the Second World War . . . Such beliefs about the past, however indirectly, 
[would] shape attitudes and guide judgement for the present’ (Howard  
1982, 494).

Despite the concerns of historians, history is commonly employed through 
shorthand analogies. Ostensibly, these analogies draw on immutable lessons of 
history but tend to lack the nuance of applied history. Take the Munich 
Agreement of 1938. ‘Munich’ has become a warning against appeasement; 
a lesson that conditioned Cold War decision-making across American admin
istrations (Record 2007) and one that ignores nuance like structure, agency, 
and public opinion (Hefler 2018). The other notorious shorthand is the 
Vietnam War. The ‘lesson’ is to avoid military quagmires (Record 2007). 
This ignores contemporary analogies to the Korean War; the impetus of 
‘domino theory’; or even the impact of Munich in escalation logic (Record  
2007).
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Again, Buzan is not proposing a simplified shorthand. Yet narratives 
shape popular understandings of the Cold War just as they do the ‘lessons’ 
of Munich or Vietnam. A cold war framework might be useful for scholars, 
but when it enters policy and public discourse, existing historical attitudes 
will be smuggled in – and shape how the concept is applied. 
Understandings of a ‘New Cold War’ will be shaped by narratives about 
the first ‘Cold War’.

Likewise, understandings of the ‘Cold War’ would vary drastically and be 
shaped by culture and lived or community experience. For many in the West, 
the Cold War evokes a long but victorious struggle, when in fact some argue 
that it ended in 1979, or that it never ended (Buzan 2024; Kotkin 2022; See 
Burmester and Leoni in this forum). People might assume a ‘Western’ victory 
is inevitable today, forgetting the contingency that characterised 1989 – or how 
the ‘West’ itself has changed. Instead of essential partners, allies might appear 
as burdens, especially in a conflict about spheres of influence rather than 
ideology. Most of all, the first Cold War was an all or nothing conflict. This 
tended to justify any means, including proxy wars like Vietnam, influence 
operations, electoral interference, coups, and covert political action, like the 
removal of Iranian leader Mohammad Mossadegh by CIA-MI6 – decisions 
that made the Cold War a much hotter and more costly affair for many people 
outside the West. Finally, people might assume that because Weapons of Mass 
Destruction (WMDs) were not used in the Cold War they will not be used 
today. However, given the state of competition over Ukraine and Taiwan, the 
‘lessons’ some will draw from the Iran war, the expansion of nuclear arsenals 
and forecasted proliferation, and the expiry of arms control treaties like New 
START, it is possible that the WMD restraint is weakening – which would 
undermine a core component of the general framework.

Many of these claims can be contested. Indeed, one of the ways that the New 
Cold War is most like the old is around clandestine competition. Buzan rightly 
highlights cyber warfare and the intensity of espionage between Washington 
and Beijing reflects the worst days of the Cold War.

Applied history helps highlight the risks of generalisation. Once this scho
larly framework connects with policy, strongly held narratives about the Cold 
War will weigh on its operation. As with Munich and Vietnam, this risks 
reducing the options open to policymakers as historical experience informs 
public expectations. To resist this pressure, a new framework must include 
more of the nuance outlined here and by Buzan. This could come down to 
conceptual construction, like suggesting 2–3 valid versions of the first Cold 
War, each with insight for today, or a communications exercise, like calling the 
New Cold War the ‘Unknown Cold War’, thereby indicating the degree of 
uncertainty inherent in the analysis. Finally, one must consider whether the 
insights produced by a framework outweigh the risks of generalising at all. For 
instance, it is possible to imagine that American policymakers engaged in 
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China policy today can appreciate key aspects of the competition – a sustained 
confrontation with a near-peer adversary shaped by a defence dilemma from 
nuclear weapons – without possessing a framework wedded to a certain 
interpretation of the past.

In any case, given the nature of history and the tendency to draw lessons 
from simplified narratives, there is reason for caution when generalising across 
the Cold War and contemporary geopolitical features. As analytical frame
works will shape policy and engage public perception, steps must be taken to 
resist the weight of established narratives or perceptions in warping the frame
work itself. Buzan’s concept clearly has potential utility, and can be partially 
insulated against these risks by conceptual revision and framing. No matter 
what, Buzan has spurred debate about the nature of cold wars and the way that 
history can inform contemporary events.

Back to the Future: The United States and the Twilight Cold War

Vassily Klimentov and Stephanie Winkler
There is little doubt that victory in the Cold War has allowed the United States 
to become the world’s unrivalled superpower, having triumphed over com
munism after overcoming fascism in the Second World War. Since the 1990s, 
the Cold War – with high points ranging from the Marshall Plan and the 
Apollo programme to Afghanistan, and low points from McCarthyism to the 
Vietnam War – became a key part of the US national narrative. To many in the 
United States, the Cold War was the ‘(really) good war’: A golden age of 
technological progress, economic prosperity and a shared sense of national 
priorities, organised in large part by the competition with the Soviet Union 
(Hanhimäki 2014). Across popular culture and public discourse, it was 
enshrined as a particular memory of the past alongside a distinct notion of 
who the United States was, who its friends and enemies were, and what it 
wanted from the world. In this way, it anchored a broader ‘social imaginary’ of 
national belonging, purpose and legitimate leadership in winning against 
enemies (Taylor 2004, 28).

Tapping into the endless array of the Cold War’s discursive repertoire – its 
signifiers, notions, figures, and crises – US presidents in the twenty-first 
century have attempted to recapture this social imaginary. In doing so, they 
have shaped how the country remembers and re-interprets the past to make 
sense of and respond to contemporary events. From the fight against terror 
under George W. Bush to the championing of democracy against the rise of 
authoritarian states under Barack Obama and Joe Biden to the strategic 
competition with China under Trump, presidents have relied on this reper
toire to propagate an enduring narrative about the moral leadership of the 
United States (e.g., Noon 2007). During the Cold War, and forever, US 
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presidents were to be ‘leaders of the free world’ as Biden explained in Foreign 
Affairs (Biden 2020).

Practically speaking, US presidents have used Cold War frames to distin
guish from the present – showing how new crises were not like (or lesser) than 
the Cold War’s; build legitimacy for their policies by invoking continuities 
with the Cold War; and quietly re-frame new situations using Cold War terms 
to evoke familiarity and provide a course for action. They have especially done 
so in relation to China’s economic and technological rise, exemplified by 
Trump’s efforts to put boots on Mars and Biden’s calls to rally the world’s 
democracies together (Winkler 2025).

Yet, even though US presidents regularly draw on Cold War language or its 
moral binaries – democracy against authoritarianism or good versus evil 
(Winkler and Jerdén 2023), it is striking how rarely they used the words 
‘cold war’. Based on an analysis across all interviews, news conferences, and 
addresses by presidents Bush, Obama, Trump (first term), and Biden available 
on The American Presidency Project, Bush used the term ‘cold war’ in only 57 
documents out of 437. He was, nevertheless, the president who brought up the 
‘cold war’ the most in the twenty-first century. Obama used the term in only 49 
documents out of 453; Trump used it in 6 out of 163; and Biden in 5 out of 89.

Confirming the rarity with which the ‘cold war’ expression appeared, it only 
came up in five State of the Union, Inaugural, and Farewell addresses (three in 
Obama’s era, one in Bush’s, and one in Trump’s). Interestingly, even when the 
cold war was mentioned explicitly, it was linked to old or renewed opposition 
with the Soviet Union/Russia. Only during the War on Terror did Bush evoke 
the idea of a cold war-like confrontation with Iraq and terrorism (e.g., Bush  
2002), and only in the 2020s did Biden clearly use the term ‘cold war’ in 
relation to China – but mainly to insist that no such thing was happening (e.g., 
Biden 2023).

An intriguing tension exists between the survival of Cold War frames and 
US presidents’ reluctance to use the term ‘cold war’. The United States thus 
seems to be in a twilight zone where the cold war is both present and absent, 
powerful as a discursive resource, yet seemingly unattractive as an explicit 
frame. What makes this pattern more striking is the discrepancy between 
presidential discourse and the wider public discourse in which the ‘New 
Cold War’ has become far more pervasive (see Introduction). The situation 
is different from Russia where elites seem bound to re-fight or continue the 
original Cold War, constructing the United States into a new-old archenemy 
(Klimentov 2025; see Burmester and Leoni in this forum). Meanwhile, in 
China, the expression ‘cold war mentality’ has become a prominent term in 
official communication (Zhao 2019).

Presidential statements are typically carefully crafted texts that undergo 
multiple rounds of revisions. The avoidance of the ‘cold war’ label reflects 
therefore a careful judgement that present dynamics cannot (or should not) be 
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captured by analogies to the Soviet-US rivalry. It is tempting to assume that 
presidents (and their staff) have hence heeded lessons about the appropriate 
use of historical analogies and concepts in decision-making, and may have 
concluded that the analogy is a poor fit. In practice, however, decades of 
research on analogies and concepts suggest that uptake rarely hinges on 
deliberate conceptual reflection alone. Rather, analogies gain traction because 
they render uncertainty into something familiar, and because they can be 
mobilised strategically for political purposes, especially when they help legit
imise particular interpretations, priorities, and courses of action (Breuning  
2003). Avoidance of the term ‘cold war’ suggests therefore that it resonates less 
with US presidents or offers them less strategic value than to the wider public.

In terms of resonance, familiarity with a given analogy is crucial to its appeal 
(e.g., Khong 1992). Given that US presidents – including Obama born in 
1961 – had grown up and been socialised during the Cold War, the analogy 
should have especially resonated with them. The same pattern holds for the 
broader American population which, even if it had not lived through the 
original Cold War, has consumed Cold War-era narratives through school 
education and popular culture (e.g., Bond films or television series such as The 
Americans). Because it is the most recent historical period to have crystallised, 
the Cold War remains a strong shared reference point in American society. Its 
conspicuous absence in US presidential discourse suggests that there may be 
political and strategic reasons for not explicitly defining current world geopo
litics as ‘a New Cold War’.

Indeed, if US presidents were to acknowledge that there was a cold war with 
China – or that one could develop soon – they would be admitting that the 
United States were facing a rival superpower on roughly equal footing, that the 
US had lost its edge. No US president would want such admission associated 
with their term in office. There is also an important temporal dimension at 
work: To acknowledge a cold war in the present would imply that China 
already poses a threat comparable to the one once represented by the Soviet 
Union. Alternative frames, such as ‘strategic competition’, used by US pre
sidents since the mid-2010, at least defer this implication into the (far) future 
(Winkler 2025). It allows the US to maintain its claim to sole superpower 
status in the present while dramatising competition with China in ways that 
justify action and mobilisation. Likewise, explicitly defining the (half)proxy 
war with Russia over Ukraine as a battlefield of the New Cold War would 
create unwanted implications. It would, at least symbolically, offer Russia the 
superpower status its elites crave.

Ultimately, a cold war is a war, as Buzan reminds us (2024). While 
US presidents have often employed war metaphors to rally support, like 
in the War on Terror or the ‘war on drugs’, declaring a war, even cold, 
against a nuclear-armed state carries heavy domestic and international 
costs. It could lead to violent escalation and more proxy conflicts. No 

GEOPOLITICS 17



one can say how Beijing and Moscow would respond to such 
a statement by a US president. Similarly, it is unclear how US allies 
would react to a US president declaring a cold war against Russia or 
China and what it would imply for them. Would then all NATO 
countries be in a cold war with Russia or China? Domestically, too, if 
a government were to openly articulate opposition with Russia or China 
using a cold war frame, it would cross a point-of-no-return. It would be 
complicated to then explain maintaining deep economic integration with 
China or co-operating on even a limited range of issues with Russia.

In this context, US presidents have preserved significant room for 
manoeuvre for themselves by relying on the discursive repertoire of the 
Cold War without using it as an analytical category to describe today’s 
world. Drawing on its memory and moral binaries has allowed US 
presidents to tap into a powerful social imaginary of American leader
ship and purpose without incurring the geopolitical costs of explicitly 
declaring a New Cold War. In this sense, the cold war serves as a useful 
past: A historically closed episode that provides lessons and playbooks 
for present politics but that must remain invokable as history rather 
than acknowledged as the present.

Overall, its politicisation in the public debate, alongside elites’ reliance 
on the Cold War’s discursive repertoire, might suggest that the term ‘cold 
war’ has accumulated too much baggage to lend itself to scholarly analysis. 
Yet the opposite may be true. Precisely because US presidents have hesi
tated to use the label explicitly, ‘cold war’ has not fully consolidated as 
a political reference. In conceptual analysis, this relative distance strength
ens a concept’s analytical leeway, for it allows scholars to engage more 
easily and reflexively with the term, and to keep its analytical function 
separate from its political work. Doing so is a crucial safeguard against 
tautological reasoning, and against turning discussion of the cold war into 
a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The dissonance between elites’ hesitancy and public circulation suggests 
a division of labour. For US presidents, the Cold War functions (for now) as 
a historical repertoire; for scholars, it can still operate as an analytical device 
for identifying a geopolitical pattern of rivalry. In this sense, the fact that 
policymakers refrain from stabilising the label does not invalidate analytical 
uses of the concept – but only if scholars explicitly distinguish between 
analytical diagnosis and political instrumentalisation, and resist treating elites’ 
avoidance or uptake of the term as straightforward evidence for or against the 
diagnosis. None of this implies that we should embrace the ‘cold war’ as 
a general analytical concept. Any attempt to generalise the term must, though, 
sustain the gap between political practice and scholarly abstraction and treat 
a ‘cold war’ diagnosis as a careful, comparative claim rather than a settled 
description of the contemporary world order.
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The Russia–West Cold War as Continuum: Conceptualising Great Power Rivalry 
After 1989

Isabell Burmester and Zeno Leoni
Debates on the New Cold War must address its relationship to the earlier Cold 
War to maintain temporal, conceptual, and empirical rigour. In particular, 
these debates need to consider the possibility that the Cold War was not 
resolved in 1989, but that geopolitical tensions between Russia and the 
West – and between the United States and China – represent a continuation 
of the same long geopolitical trajectory, rather than the onset of a wholly new 
era. Otherwise, it remains unclear how an unended Cold War may coexist with 
a New Cold War, or whether US–China competition can meaningfully be 
described as a New Cold War alongside an ongoing or renewed Cold War 
between Russia and the West.

While the dominant post-1991 narrative has emphasised rupture and tran
sition to a new international order, war in the post-Soviet space and turmoil in 
the international system over the past three decades suggest the Cold War may 
be better understood as a longer and more persistent geopolitical formation 
whose features, some of which have persisted after 1991. Examining this claim 
requires treating ‘cold war’ as an analytical concept rather than a closed 
historical period.

As a central concept of International Relations (IR), war may be defined as 
‘a conflict that involves the use of force and violence to achieve political goals’ 
(Calkivik 2025, 414). Through adjectivisation, hot and cold wars become 
subsets or types of wars that differ in their intensity (Goertz 2020). 
Furthermore, concepts often come in pairs of opposites (e.g., democracy- 
autocracy, wealthy-poor, war-peace) with a continuum of fluid conceptual 
categories in between. If war, and in particularthe hot type, is the extreme pole 
on one end of the continuum, then positive peace – defined as ‘relations that 
extend beyond the absence of war to include extensive cooperation and 
integration such that war is unthinkable’ (Diehl, Goertz, and Gallegos 2021, 
606) – is on the other (see Figure 1). In between these two poles, there are 

Figure 1. Conceptual continuum between peace and war.
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different types of peace and war that represent different degrees of intensity in 
the conflictual or cooperative relations between international actors.

Using cold war as an analytical concept or category on a continuum 
between war and peace lets us consider the state of relations in the interna
tional system over time (Diehl, Goertz, and Gallegos 2021). Rather than asking 
when a cold war started or ended, we can ask when major power relations 
move from one category to another. Because there should be no sharp 
distinctions or boundaries between adjacent categories on the continuum 
(Goertz 2020), we propose to understand these categories as Weberian ideal 
types that take varied empirical expressions.1 In that sense, two cold wars do 
not look the same because the key attributes of the concept are expressed 
differently in the specific historical context. We argue that on the continuum 
between war and peace, the current international relations between the United 
States/Europe and Russia/China can indeed be categorised as a war of the cold 
type. Thus, the end of the Cold War did not show a shift from cold war to 
(negative) peace on the continuum, but rather a change of the historical 
context (including the dissolution of the Soviet Union) in which the cold 
war ideal type is expressed. From this perspective, 1989–1991 marked trans
formation rather than termination.

This interpretation draws on the scholarship on the ‘Second Cold War’ of 
the late 1970s and early 1980s, which treated détente not as the end of 
geopolitical confrontation but as a transition towards a new phase of the 
Cold War (Cox 1984, 1990; Halliday [1983] 1986). The post-1989 period, 
however, differed from Brezhnev-era détente because reduced tensions 
stemmed less from strategic accommodation than from the collapse of one 
side. The tensions that re-emerged from the mid-2000s onward, especially 
after the 2008 war in Georgia, appear less as the start of a wholly ‘new’ Cold 
War than as the return of a longer geopolitical rivalry after a temporary 
strategic imbalance. In this sense, the term ‘Second Cold War’ highlights 
continuity in Russia–West confrontation, whereas ‘New Cold War’ points to 
changes in the structure of global rivalry, including the rise of China and the 
shift away from the bipolar order of the twentieth century. The present 
conjuncture may therefore be understood as both second and new, where 
a renewed phase of an older geopolitical conflict is unfolding within 
a transformed international system increasingly shaped by US–China 
competition.

Indeed, despite extensive debate on the Cold War’s origins, far less 
attention has been paid to its end, and how to think about the end of 
a war that was not fought (Clark 2001, 17–18; Kwon 2010, 1). Drawing on 
debates among (Western) IR scholars since 2008, we view the end of the 
Cold War as a political construction rather than a settled historical fact and 
argue that the post-1989 relations between nuclear powers continue to be 
a cold war defined as a ‘durable and deep political confrontation about 

20 V. KLIMENTOV ET AL.



power and international order’ (Buzan 2024, 244). (Westad 2004, 3, 68;  
2018, 1) observed that the Cold War had ‘not one but many endings’ and 
its consequences have been felt long after its supposed end. For Thompson 
(1992, 198, 190), these many endings are the ‘dramatic differences in 
historical perception in Russia, eastern Europe and the West’ of ‘what 
actually happened between 1989 and 1992 in the lands of the former 
Soviet empire’. Back in 1992, she already cautioned that if these divergent 
perspectives are not confronted and analysed by Russian, Eastern 
European, and Western scholars alike, the potential for conflict in the 
region may persist.

Wars in Georgia (August 2008) and Ukraine (since 2014) have underscored 
the persistence of conflict in the region, taking place within a wider hegemonic 
competition between Russia and the European Union on a grand strategic 
level – while also reflecting local territorial tensions between neighbouring 
states (Burmester 2024). This ‘unravelling’ of the Cold War settlement amid an 
‘increasingly acrimonious and conflictual’ relationship between Russia and the 
West, stemmed from Moscow’s frustrations about its exclusion from the 
European security order (Deudney and Ikenberry 2009, 39, 41; Jung 2023, 
25–43).

The post-1989 cold war conflict extends also beyond Europe. Many 
conflicts and issues that had emerged during the Cold War – from the 
Korean Peninsula to Communist China and the risk of nuclear war – 
continued to exist after 1989. Similar observations have been made 
regarding the continuing relevance of ‘the geopolitical divide in the 
[east Asia] region and the security alliance system’ forged during the 
Cold War (Thang 2014, 655). Mead (2014, 269–70) argues that Russia – 
but also China and Iran – were never satisfied with the ‘geopolitical 
settlement that followed the Cold War’ and have been ‘making increas
ingly forceful attempts to overturn it’. Characterising the current state of 
relations between Russia (and other non-Western nuclear powers) and 
the West as cold war views the period of the historical Cold War ‘as but 
one episode in a broader, longer geopolitical power contest’ (O’Riordan  
2023, 9).

Conceiving of cold war as an analytical ideal type on the continuum 
between war and peace, brings empirical and conceptual clarity to how 
the capitalised ‘Cold War’ is used, particularly in assessing whether 
current tensions – at least between Russia and the West – constitute 
a New or Second Cold War, or a continuation of the same competition. 
Allowing for the existence of several cold wars simultaneously, it com
pels reflections on how this rivalry coexists with and relates to the 
concurrent vector of US–China competition. Competition with the 
West has encouraged closer Russia –China cooperation, reinforcing 
arguments about the emergence of rival geopolitical blocs that reproduce 
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dynamics associated with the Cold War. These arguments counterpose 
the United States to political regimes that have manifested, to different 
degrees and at different stages, ethno-nationalist features and that have 
resisted, to different degrees, US-led globalisation, as far as they have 
defied internal social, economic, and political modernisation (Leoni and 
Tzinieris 2024).

The ‘New Cold War’ Narrative and US–China Relations

Minghao Zhao
In recent years, the New Cold War has become a dominant lens to 
examine the deteriorating US–China relationship (Brands and Gaddis  
2021). Buzan, most recently, sought to critically develop this concept, 
arguing that ‘cold war; should be understood as a particular type of 
conflict in international relations’ (2024, 44). In his perspective, the 
value of the concept lies in its ability to capture patterns of rivalry 
short of direct war, rather than in any strict comparison with the twen
tieth-century US–Soviet confrontation.

Helpful as it is, Buzan’s conceptualisation does not solve the question of 
whether the cold war framework adequately fits the empirical and political 
realities of contemporary US–China relations. The question in this interven
tion is not whether ‘cold war’ can function as a general concept, but whether it 
is a useful thinking tool for making sense of the specific rivalry that most 
people have in mind when they encounter the notion of a ‘new Cold war’. 
While other contributions in this forum have focused on the cold war as 
a general concept or historical process, this essay examines the empirical case 
that has largely motivated the discussion, namely the intensifying US–China 
relation, to question whether it warrants the comparison to US-Soviet 
competition.

During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union maintained 
no substantial trade or technological ties, and the Soviet Union itself exhibited 
limited economic competitiveness. The ideological relationship between the 
two superpowers was fundamentally adversarial, with the United States posi
tioned as the leader of the ‘free world’. Distinct and sharply demarcated blocs 
coalesced around each power centre while the allies within these respective 
camps possessed highly constrained autonomy in the conduct of their foreign 
policies. However, the current US–China power play is much more compli
cated. This article argues that while the historical analogy of the twentieth- 
century US–Soviet rivalry offers some utility, it remains ill-equipped to explain 
current patterns of US–Chinese rivalry due to (1) the complexities of China’s 
rise and its impact on the nature of US–China competition, (2) the internal 
political transformation of the United States, and (3) the shifting global order.

22 V. KLIMENTOV ET AL.



The Complexities of China’s Rise and the Nature of US–China Competition..
First, the long-term strategic US–China competition is quite distinct from the 
original Cold War between America and the Soviet Union. Since the first 
Trump administration, the United States has adopted a ‘great power competi
tion’ framework, designating China as its primary adversary. High-ranking US 
officials such as Mike Pompeo have defined confrontation with China in 
existential terms for the United States, using rhetoric reminiscent of Samuel 
Huntington’s ‘Clash of Civilizations’ and the original Cold War (Haas 2017; 
Kaplan 2020). The Biden administration also argued that competition was the 
essence of the US–China relationship, declaring the period between 2025 and 
2035 (crucial for China’s 2035 modernisation goals) as the ‘decisive decade’ for 
the United States in dealing with Beijing (White House 2022, 12). Yet, as 
Klimentov and Winkler also argue in this forum, US presidents rarely openly 
note that the nature of strategic competition is like America’s Cold War 
competition with the Soviet Union. That framing passes through subtler 
concepts, doctrines, and notions reminiscent of the Cold War.

In China, meanwhile, scholars and policymakers rarely use the zero-sum 
Cold War framing, presenting instead United States–China competition as 
based on the concept of ‘strategic stalemate’ – even though the government 
regularly refers to a ‘Cold War mentality’ as a cautionary tale (The State 
Council of the People’s Republic of China 2019; Zhao 2019). Importantly, in 
such situations, the phrase is meant also as a critique of what Beijing portraits 
as backward-looking US policies and mindsets. Having studied the collapse of 
the Soviet Union extensively, also due to its own concerns with territorial 
integrity, the Chinese leadership has concluded that there are little parallels 
between today’s China and the Soviet Union, and that the Communist Party of 
China was not going to follow in the footsteps of its Soviet counterpart.

Unlike the isolated Soviet economy, China is a leading economic power 
with close ties to America, Germany and Japan, deeply integrated into the 
international economic system. This stands in stark contrast to the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War. This makes it challenging for America and other 
Western countries to economically decouple from China. Robert Lighthizer, 
Trump’s chief trade advisor, stated that China was the biggest geopolitical 
threat to the United States, and that the United States should push for 
‘strategic decoupling’ between the two economies (Lighthizer 2023, 204–06). 
Such China hawks, including also Peter Navarro, may have been underesti
mating the resilience of China’s economic development; efforts to force it into 
submission through the ‘tariff war’ proved difficult in practice.

From Beijing’s perspective, the Trump administration’s tariff offensives and 
the US effort to reshape global supply chains are unlikely to reverse globalisa
tion. Instead, a more localised, regionalised globalisation wherein security 
risks and distribution issues are taken more seriously into account than in 
previous decades, is emerging, a process that Chinese analysists call 
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‘slowbalization’. The Chinese leadership seeks to adapt to this new trend and 
actively promote deeper economic integration with other countries – through 
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP), and, once it has 
assumed membership, the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for 
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) – while leveraging Europe’s concerns 
about second the Trump administration to enhance its economic cooperation 
with Brussels. Crucially, these initiatives are not framed as efforts to isolate the 
United States or force countries to choose sides, but as win–win cooperation. 
Rather than pursuing Soviet-style global ambitions, China appears primarily 
focused on consolidating its centrality within the Asia-Pacific region.

The Political Transformation of the United States.. Ideological confrontation 
constituted a defining characteristic of the Cold War. The United States 
championed liberal democracy and capitalism, whereas the Soviet Union 
endeavoured to preserve and to propagate communism/socialism in other 
states. Unlike the Soviet Union, China has enshrined ‘socialism with Chinese 
characteristics’ as its core ideology. Determined to avoid the Soviet Union’s 
fate, it seeks to integrate an effective market with a proactive state. Certain 
Western observers have characterised this model as ‘state capitalism’.

Since the beginning of the twenty-first century, the United States has been 
undergoing wide-ranging transformations. The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq 
and the 2008 financial crisis have eroded the foundations of US hegemony. 
Yet, many Chinese analysts believe that American political elites continue to 
indulge in what they call ‘democratic fundamentalism’ and regard China as an 
enemy of the so-called ‘free world’, a narrative that was particularly strong in 
the first Trump administration and under Biden (Haas 2017; Kaplan 2020).

However, the phenomenon of ‘democratic backsliding’ in the United States 
has grown increasingly pronounced, and Washington has concurrently sought 
to pursue a ‘modern industrial strategy’ – namely, intensifying state interven
tion in sectors such as semiconductors. In the past decade, a worsening 
domestic crisis driven by political polarisation and populism has given rise 
to debates on the United States as an ‘illiberal democracy’. Indeed, since the 
start of the second Trump administration, scholars like Steven Levitsky and 
Lucan A. Way have warned of a burgeoning ‘American Authoritarianism’, in 
which different political parties still compete in elections, but those in power 
will abuse their authority to suppress opposition (Levitsky and Way 2025). The 
rise of illiberal democracy in the United States and other Western countries 
may lead to the end of the liberal international order in favour of a ‘might- 
makes-right’ approach reminiscent of nineteenth-century imperialism 
(Fukuyama 2025; Suslov in this forum). To the extent that the historical 
Cold War was defined by a stark ideological competition between democracy 
and communism, this raises the question of whether America’s own illiberal 
turn renders that ideological framing moot.
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A Shifting Global Order.. Finally, global order is also shifting in ways that do 
not resemble the historical Cold War. First, US–China technological competi
tion has proven substantially more intense than the US-Soviet rivalry, and 
China’s deep technological and industrial integration to the world economy is 
a feature that the Soviet Union never possessed. Technology is now even more 
at the core of the strategic competition between major powers. The develop
ment and adoption of technologies like artificial intelligence has changed the 
underlying logic of national security policy and major power competition 
(Schmidt 2022). Non-state actors such as high-tech companies have become 
pivotal players in geopolitics, and, according to some analysts, a techno-polar 
world is emerging (Bremmer 2021). While these companies tend to be asso
ciated with nation-states, they operate globally in pursuit of commercial 
incentives, rather than national interests.

Meanwhile, in Beijing’s view, the Trump administration has escalated the 
‘tech cold war’ with China to reinforce America’s advantage in fields like 
advanced semiconductors, artificial intelligence, and biomedicine innovation. 
And yet, despite US limitations on strategic exports of technologies to China, 
Chinese firms like DeepSeek in Large Language Models (LLMs) have made 
considerable progress. In the future, the United States and China are likely to 
race to dominate the market for advanced technologies, bringing them even 
more in confrontation and complexifying the nexus between technology and 
security. Whether the competition to control and nationalise technology will 
lead to a re-territorialisation of tech companies more reminiscent of the Cold 
War, however, remains to be seen.

Second, the absence of rigid political and ideological blocs and the rise of 
the Global South is another key distinction with the original Cold War. China 
has no reliable allies, and it would be misleading to analyse the United States– 
China competition as shaping a bi-polar world. Unlike the consolidated blocs 
of the twentieth century, modern alliances are fluid. China’s relationship with 
North Korea is strained by historical distrust. Beyond this, the China–Russia 
strategic partnership is largely an alignment of convenience given their com
mon concerns regarding America. Differences exist regarding the future of the 
relationship and the nature of the global order. In the twentieth century, the 
Soviet Union had supported India and Vietnam, Chinese regional rivals, and 
been close to large-scale war with China.

Aside from that, a US-led coalition to curb Chinese influence globally may 
be harder to forge and maintain compared to the Cold War. Although the 
United States seeks to enlist Europe to counter China, European countries will 
not necessarily follow Washington’s lead. As Trump continues to pressure 
America’s allies, their distrust in an erratic and unreliable leader in the White 
House may grow (Belin, Ruge, and Shapiro 2024). Moreover, the rise of non- 
Western countries is consequential to the US–Chinese rivalry. Regional 
powers such as Indonesia, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Brazil, and Turkey, hence, 
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seek to exploit multipolarity by pursuing flexible, hedging strategies to reshape 
the international rules in the twenty-first century, and advance their own 
regional security, economic, and territorial interests.

Ultimately, how China will wield its power, and with what consequences, 
may shape whether it follows the Soviet path into a cold war-style conflict with 
the United States. Understanding this requires the West to better grasp 
China’s anxieties, aspirations and difficulties in keeping itself fed and moder
nised, as well as its complex power predicaments. Chinese President Xi Jinping 
has put forward three principles for managing bilateral relations: ‘Mutual 
respect, peaceful co-existence, win–win cooperation’. This framing deliber
ately resists a cold war logic, and as other contributions in this forum have 
shown, he is not alone in this as US presidents have been equally hesitant to 
directly invoke a New Cold War.

The intensifying US–China rivalry has been a driving force for renewed 
interest in the cold war, whether as a general concept, historical process or 
analogy. Yet, as this essay has argued, the very case that has motivated this 
interest in the first place does not sustain the comparison to US-Soviet 
competition. And if the concept is then defined broadly enough to encompass 
both rivalries, the analytical leverage it offers over established alternatives such 
as great power rivalry short of war becomes unclear, and perhaps even 
dangerous considering the risk that the framework becomes a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, solidifying divisions and narrowing diplomatic space.

Cold War as a Type of War: Latin America Between Framing, Asymmetry, and 
the Limits of Regional Autonomy

Vladimir Rouvinski
The US military intervention in Venezuela in January 2026 crystallised the 
language of the ‘New’ or ‘Second’ Cold War in Latin America. Justifying the 
intervention as necessary to counter Russian and Chinese influence in a region 
portrayed as strategically vital to US security, Washington framed the first 
direct US military intervention in the Western Hemisphere in the twenty-first 
century through a geopolitical vocabulary deeply reminiscent of the Cold War 
(Zengerle, Lewis, and Pamuk 2026). Yet, the analytical significance of this 
episode lies not merely in the use of force itself, but in the ease with which the 
cold war language was mobilised to legitimise it.

Does such framing indicate the structural extension of a global cold war into 
Latin America, or does it function primarily as a mechanism of securitisation 
and the reaffirmation of great-power status? This question places Latin 
America within broader debates about the analytical value of a ‘New Cold 
War’. Scholarship commonly approaches the Cold War as a historical analogy, 
analytical concept, or historical process (see this forum’s Introduction). While 
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engaging all three perspectives, this article privileges Buzan’s conceptualisa
tion of cold war as a type of war.

From the perspective of historical analogy, the cold war language often 
functions as a rhetorical shortcut that simplifies geopolitical complexity 
into familiar binaries. In Latin America, where memories of intervention
ism and superpower rivalry remain politically salient, such framings matter. 
Yet analogy alone offers limited explanatory value: The invocation of cold 
war language does not itself demonstrate the existence of a regional 
cold war.

Buzan’s conceptualisation of the cold war as a type of war offers a more 
analytically productive framework. In this view, a cold war is neither merely 
a metaphor nor a historically unique period confined to 1947–1989, but rather 
a durable and deep political confrontation over power and the international 
order, constrained by a defence dilemma that prevents escalation into a direct 
hot war (Buzan 2024). This conceptualisation establishes a demanding analy
tical threshold: Not every rivalry, securitised confrontation, or geopolitical 
dispute qualifies as a cold war. Rather, cold wars require sustained confronta
tion, strategic embeddedness, and long-term commitments that reproduce 
antagonism over time.

At the same time, contemporary tensions may also be understood through 
the lens of historical process. From the perspective of historical process, 
scholars such as Halliday, Sakwa, and Schindler view contemporary rivalry 
less as repetition than as a new phase of geopolitical contestation (Halliday  
[1983] 1986; Sakwa 2024; Schindler et al. 2024). Similarity to the twentieth 
century Cold War matters less than continuity in struggles over power and 
international order.

This distinction is particularly important in the Latin American context. My 
argument is that while the Second Cold War provides an important symbolic 
and strategic backdrop for regional politics, it does not automatically repro
duce structurally embedded cold war dynamics at the regional level. Instead, 
Latin America demonstrates how a global cold war can generate uneven, 
asymmetrical, and contingent regional manifestations. The language of the 
Second Cold War circulates widely, but the structural conditions required for 
the emergence of a regional cold war as a type of war largely remain absent.

Accordingly, I advance three interconnected claims. First, in Latin America, 
the cold war language functions primarily as a mechanism of securitisation 
and great-power status confirmation rather than evidence of a fully regiona
lised cold war. Second, the regional manifestations of the Second Cold War 
remain asymmetrical and uneven, shaped by local political and economic 
realities rather than mechanically reproducing global rivalry. Third, the exis
tence of a global cold war does not automatically translate into a structurally 
corresponding cold war in Latin America; regional actors retain important – if 
constrained – degrees of autonomy in managing external pressures.
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Latin America’s historical experience confirms the need to carefully 
distinguish among hot wars, cold wars, and conflicts unfolding ‘in the 
shadow’ of global rivalry. During the First Cold War, the region was 
structurally embedded in the global confrontation. The United States 
claimed a special role as guarantor of order in the Western Hemisphere, 
while the Soviet Union sought limited but politically significant foot
holds. The Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962 remains the paradigmatic 
regional example of the cold war as a type of war: A profound con
frontation over international order, constrained by the defence dilemma 
and the risk of escalation into nuclear war. Crucially, Cuba remained 
structurally, rather than merely symbolically, embedded in the First 
Cold War even after the withdrawal of Soviet missiles, owing to long- 
term Soviet commitments to security, economic support, and political 
backing.

At the same time, Latin America also experienced hot wars and militarised 
conflicts that were not reducible to the logic of global bipolarity. The ‘football 
war’ between El Salvador and Honduras in 1969 was a brief but intense hot war 
whose causes were rooted primarily in local ecological, demographic, and 
political tensions rather than in superpower strategy (Durham 1979). This 
case demonstrates that the existence of a global cold war is neither a necessary 
nor a sufficient condition for the emergence of regional armed conflict.

More complex is the possibility of regional cold wars unrelated to a global 
cold war. If cold war is treated as a type of war, such configurations are 
theoretically conceivable. Yet empirical evidence from Latin America suggests 
that they are rare and unstable. Contemporary regional tensions, including the 
Colombia–Ecuador rivalry following the 2008 cross-border crisis (Marcella  
2008), or the more recent latent Colombia–Peru dispute over the Amazon 
(Sánchez 2025) exhibit securitisation and political salience but fall short of 
cold war dynamics, lacking sustained commitments, institutionalised antag
onism, and mutual deterrence.

The strategies of great powers in Latin America during the Second Cold 
War further reveal this asymmetry. For the United States, the region remains 
‘worth fighting for’ primarily in a status-hierarchical sense: As a symbolic 
confirmation of leadership in its own hemisphere. The 2025 US National 
Security Strategy reinforced this tendency by portraying the Western 
Hemisphere as a strategically central space in which rival external influence 
could no longer be treated as peripheral (White House 2025). In this framing, 
Latin America is not simply a region of development, migration, or demo
cratic governance; it becomes part of the geopolitical architecture of strategic 
competition. This does not necessarily mean that the United States is con
structing a regional cold war in the strict conceptual sense. It does mean, 
however, that US policy increasingly converts regional questions into tests of 
hierarchy, credibility, and hemispheric authority.
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Russian strategy operates differently. Unlike the Soviet Union during the 
First Cold War, contemporary Russia lacks the economic capacity and ideo
logical project necessary to create stable regional structures of alignment. Its 
presence in Latin America is better understood through the logic of symbolic 
reciprocity (Rouvinski 2022): Demonstrative ‘mirror’ moves, selective military 
or diplomatic gestures, and status signalling designed to show that Russia can 
respond to Western pressure near its own borders by cultivating influence in 
Washington’s traditional sphere of interests. Russia’s role is therefore politi
cally visible but structurally shallow. It helps activate the cold war language, 
but it does not recreate the material architecture of the First Cold War.

China poses a greater challenge because its regional role is materially 
embedded rather than symbolic. Through trade, infrastructure, finance, and 
technology, Beijing has become central to several Latin American economies 
while largely avoiding ideological blocs or military alliances. This asymmetry 
is crucial for understanding the limits of regional autonomy. The concept of 
active non-alignment has been advanced as a way for Latin American states to 
avoid subordination to either Washington or Beijing while preserving room 
for diplomatic manoeuvre (Heine, Fortin, and Ominami 2025). In principle, it 
offers an attractive strategy for the Global South in an era of great-power 
competition. Yet in practice, its success depends on the degree to which states 
can manage external pressures across different issue areas. A country may be 
politically closer to Washington, economically dependent on China, diplo
matically sympathetic to non-Western positions, and domestically constrained 
by polarised political forces. Non-alignment, then, is not always a coherent 
doctrine. It may also reflect a condition of fragmented dependence across 
competing centres of power.

This does not mean that Latin American states lack agency. On the con
trary, many governments have shown considerable skill in navigating compe
tition among external actors. They diversify partnerships, avoid automatic 
alignment, resist pressure to choose sides, and use external rivalries to expand 
bargaining room. However, their autonomy is limited. It is conditioned by 
trade structures, debt, technological dependence, domestic coalitions, security 
vulnerabilities, and the unequal distribution of power in the international 
system. The Second Cold War, therefore, does not produce a simple regional 
division into camps. It produces a more fragmented landscape of constrained 
autonomy.

This fragmented landscape confirms the limits of applying the cold war 
analogy too quickly to Latin America. If one looks only at discourse, the region 
may appear to be entering a New Cold War. Political leaders denounce 
imperialism, external powers speak of malign influence, media narratives 
revive the vocabulary of blocs, and crises such as Venezuela are interpreted 
through the memory of earlier interventions. But if one applies the more 
demanding conceptual threshold suggested by Buzan, the picture is different. 
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Latin America is affected by the Second Cold War, but it is not necessarily 
a theatre of a cold war in the strict sense. It is a space where global rivalry is 
translated, refracted, and sometimes instrumentalized.

Latin America illustrates both the usefulness and the limits of the Second 
Cold War concept. The region is deeply affected by contemporary great-power 
rivalry: It shapes political discourse, constrains policy choices, and intensifies 
pressures on states. Yet these effects remain uneven and asymmetrical rather 
than structurally reproducible. The presence of the cold war language and 
geopolitical competition does not by itself amount to a regional cold war as 
a type of war. Following Buzan, such a condition requires durable confronta
tion, strategic embeddedness, institutionalised antagonism, and a defence 
dilemma preventing escalation into hot war – conditions that, in most of 
Latin America, remain incomplete.

Conclusion

Barry Buzan

In terms of the distinctions made in the Introduction to this forum, I am 
sticking with the conceptual approach to discussing cold war set out in my 
2024 paper. In this brief reflection, I start with some general responses to the 
arguments made by the other authors in this forum, and finish with an update 
to my own thinking about cold wars, and how it relates to the analogy and 
historical process approaches.

In their Introduction, Klimentov, Leoni, and Winkler raise the problem that 
a concept such as ‘New Cold War’ can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, whose 
use can help to bring about what it describes. Klimentov and Winkler echo this 
concern in their paper, as does Hefler. In my view, there is no solution to the 
problem that concepts devised for analytical and theoretical use can be co- 
opted into political discourse. As has been the case with cold war, this traffic 
runs in both directions: Concepts arising from practice find their way into 
theory, and theoretical concepts find their way into political and strategic 
discourse. One could do complex genealogies along these lines for balance of 
power, bipolarity, multipolarity, arms control, deterrence, cold war, etc. The 
risk of political co-option should not be a reason for abandoning the pursuit of 
analytical and theoretical concepts. It is a cost of doing intellectual work in the 
social sciences, and the best one can do is to make one’s own meanings and 
purposes as clear as possible. To abandon theorising would put International 
Relations (IR) as a discipline out of business, and sacrifice the utility of 
understanding the structures one is operating within. Without theory, IR 
would be reduced to the study of who did what to whom, when, where, and 
why in current affairs, which is the province of journalism.
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Neither is there any solution to the problem of metaphors raised in different 
ways by Hefler, Suslov, and Zhao. We can hardly think at all without using 
them. Try it! Arguably, comparison is the foundation of all analytical thought. 
Yet comparisons are by nature always imperfect, often as misleading as they 
are clarifying, and endlessly contestable. This is another cost of doing business 
in this line of work. One can only try to be as clear as possible. In the social 
sciences, we mostly cannot conduct experiments on our subject matter as the 
natural scientists do. We can only observe natural ‘experiments’ and try to 
tease structural similarities from them. It is obvious that historical events and 
episodes will never be exactly alike, and usually will have significant differ
ences. The question is whether there are fundamental structural similarities 
within them that identify a set of events as a group, and give analytical 
purchase across them. Looking for such deep and essential similarities is 
what transforms thinking by analogy into a conceptual approach. All wars, 
arms races, peace settlements, and trade agreements are different. The inter
esting question is whether they contain structural similarities that allow for 
a degree of identity and comparison across that class of events at an appro
priate level of abstraction.

The discussion about whether the cold war we are now in is new, or just 
a continuation of the ‘First’ Cold War is intriguing. Burmester and Leoni make 
the case for continuity, while Suslov emphasises difference. As Klimentov and 
Winkler note, the continuity story makes considerable sense from a Russian 
perspective. It is Russia’s ongoing claims to a right of empire over its neigh
bours that provide the link. While this does, in my way of thinking, bridge 
between the First Cold War and the Second (beginning in 2014), I do not buy 
the continuity story overall. By my definition, the First Cold War ended with 
the implosion of the Soviet Union during 1989–91, which removed one of the 
principal antagonists. Between those dates and 2014, great power relations 
conform to ‘cold peace’, in which great powers see each other as rivals or 
opponents, but do not see their differences as worth fighting about. Trust is 
low, and sentiments towards others are neutral or negative. There are neither 
proxy nor half-proxy wars, nor covert sabotage or attacks on infrastructure. 
And as Doyle puts it: ‘No great power attempts to subvert the political 
independence or territorial integrity of another’ (Doyle 2023, 7, 16). This 
period lasted nearly a quarter of a century. Like the interwar years separating 
the First and Second World Wars, the cold peace separates the First and 
Second Cold Wars.

As I hoped would be clear to anyone reading my 2024 article, I have no 
interest in trying to validate the idea of a Second Cold War by comparing the 
whole range of its details with the First. It seems to me that reasoning by 
analogy in that way will always generate an indeterminate outcome. Some 
aspects will be similar and some different, leading to endless, and in my view 
pointless, debates about how much similarity and of what type is sufficient to 
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declare, or deny, the existence of a New Cold War. This is especially proble
matic given that we have only one broadly accepted case of cold war, that from 
1947–89, to work from in thinking about whether there is a second case or not.

The problem of the analogical approach to cold war is illustrated by the 
issue of ideology. As I argued in my 2024 article, the First Cold War had 
contesting, zero-sum universalist ideologies as a core feature, whereas the 
Second Cold War did not. Authoritarian versus democratic was only a ‘pale 
shadow’ of liberal versus communist, and mainly focused on boundary/fron
tier disputes rather than on who would dominate the world order. I argued 
that by my definition, cold wars did not require a major ideological rift. 
Territorial disputes could suffice as a motive for wanting to fight. That said, 
there will probably always be elements of ideology floating about in a cold war. 
I suggest that culturalism, or civilisationalism might play this role in the 
coming decades.

I also differ with the preference for ‘New Cold War’ stated by the authors of 
the Introduction. ‘New Cold War’ was appropriate a decade ago when the 
debate first arose, because at least in the early years after 2014 there was doubt 
as to whether what was emerging should be labelled a cold war or not. But 
once the idea took hold that US–China relations were a cold war, the number
ing sequence is more appropriate. I do not think anyone ever referred to the 
Second World War as ‘the new world war’.

I am proposing a sparse, general concept approach to the category of cold 
war based on just two empirical criteria. This approach requires splitting the 
concept of war into two types: Hot and cold. It aims to make cold war a useable 
theoretical concept defining situations in which great powers have political 
differences they see as worth fighting about, but are deeply constrained from 
hot war because of the fear that weapons of mass destruction foreclose any 
rational prospect of victory (Buzan 2024; Floyd and Buzan 2026). These two 
criteria fit both the First and Second Cold Wars, and differentiate them from 
any earlier configurations. This approach is compatible with a historical pro
cess one. As pointed out in the Introduction, the distinction between the First 
and Second World Wars works for a historical process approach. Those two 
wars were different in many ways, but it is not controversial to count them as 
world (hot) wars, and put them in a sequence of historical phases. The same 
can be done with First, Second (and Third) Cold Wars. The interesting 
question arises of whether, all these being wars, and all global in scale, they 
should be sequenced together as World Wars I–IV (or V).

Historians like Suslov reject a general concept approach in principle. They 
see it as unable to overcome the problems of metaphor, analogy, and political 
co-option already discussed above, and proceed by noting all the dissimila
rities between the earlier and later events. While this is a tenable position, in 
my view those who hold it are obliged to tell us how we should study the 
present and the future, which are closed to their historiographical method. 
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Does lack of close similarity across historical events mean that in relation to 
the present and how it might unfold, we can be no more than journalists, 
writing the first draft of history? In my view, that is a very impoverished 
understanding of what the social sciences have to offer.

Zhao starts by taking aim at my definition, but ends up on similar ground to 
Suslov, seeking to unpick my analysis by showing how different the First and 
Second Cold Wars are. His case supports the Chinese government’s distaste 
for calling the present situation a cold war, but it hardly bears on my theore
tical argument. I agree with much of what he says about the differences, but 
stick with the utility of foundational similarities on a deeper level of 
abstraction.

Finally, Rouvinski makes the useful point that analysts need to take the 
regional level into account when thinking about cold war. I agree. Long ago, 
Ole Wæver and I argued at length for the need to include the regional level 
into a security analysis generally dominated by a focus on great powers. We 
provided a theoretical framework for doing so that is still widely used (Buzan 
and Wæver 2003). In the current discussion, I am interested in cold war 
mainly at the system level. I agree that cold war can and should also be 
analysed at the regional level. But it is the great powers that determine whether 
the international system as a whole is in hot war, cold war, cold peace, or warm 
peace mode (Floyd and Buzan 2026).

The year 2025 was, to say the least, an eventful year, and I take the 
opportunity here to reflect on how those events impacted on the argument 
in my 2024 paper. I argued then that the Second Cold War which unfolded 
from 2014, would most likely be long. That argument was both right and 
wrong. It was right in the sense that great power relations continue to fit my 
two criteria for identifying cold war, and look likely to do so for years or 
decades ahead. It was wrong because I now think that 2025 marked 
a transition in great power relations so big that we are now in a Third Cold 
War not the Second. The argument for that is as follows.

The Second Cold War developed as a confrontation between the West plus 
Japan and Korea on one side, with China and Russia, and increasingly North 
Korea and Iran, on the other. Up until 2024, this Second Cold War had enough 
resonance with the First to make it part of the final stages of the Western world 
order. One big difference was that China was now the lead power of the 
Eastern camp. Another was that capitalism-or-not was no longer the central 
issue, and cold warring was in contradiction with economic interdependence. 
But cold peace had given way to cold war: The great powers had issues they 
thought worth fighting about, but were constrained by fear of all-out war with 
each other.

As Trump 2.0 kicked in from 2025, the general condition of cold war 
remained. But the geopolitical and ideological structures underwent mas
sive change. Trump 2.0 quickly shattered the trust and friendship that 

GEOPOLITICS 33



constituted the foundations of the West. The US largely abandoned liberal
ism as its ideology. Its move towards authoritarianism drained what little 
relevance the idea of an authoritarian/democratic divide might once have 
had, and strengthened the civilisational thinking already prominent on the 
far right. This move broke up one side of the Second Cold War, largely 
severing any continuity with either the First Cold War or the Western 
world order. The remnants of the Western world order died in 2025, and 
the Third Cold War replaced the Second. This geostrategic shift is compar
able in magnitude to the implosion of the Soviet Union that ended the First 
Cold War. It was far larger than the Sino-Soviet split that occurred within 
the First Cold War without undoing its basic structure. At that time China, 
though big, was hardly a great power comparable to the US and the Soviet 
Union. The US is still the strongest power, and its break-up of the West is 
comparable to the reduction of the Soviet Union to Russia. Just as the 
events of 1989–90 shifted the world order from cold war to cold peace, so 
those of 2025 shifted it from the Second to the Third Cold War.

The very sharp rightward turn of US politics under Trump 2.0, swept away 
the liberal remnants of the Western world order, and placed the US on the 
world map as a hard right power pursuing the interests of its own ruling elite 
(Goddard and Newman 2025). Trump 2.0 and its supporting MAGA move
ment were increasingly anti-democratic. They sought to corrupt the electoral 
process at home and ceased to care much about democracy (or not) abroad – 
as in the ignoring of Maria Corina Machado’s claims to electoral legitimacy in 
Venezuela early in 2026 after the US snatching of Maduro. There looked to be 
an increasing chance that US elections would no longer be free and fair, and 
that the far right would lock itself into power. Trump 2.0 concentrated power 
in the executive by securitising as much of the political agenda as possible: 
Trade, migration, education, science, domestic order, etc. Arguably, they were 
increasingly fascist (Kaul and Buzan 2026; Tannehill 2021; Wojczewski 2025). 
They subscribed to the story of fallen greatness and the need for national 
rejuvenation. They succumbed to the führer principle that the leader is both 
the voice of the people and the only one who can save the nation from its crisis. 
And they wedded themselves to the ‘Big Lie’ as their rhetorical strategy, 
distancing policy from science, and making belief in the ‘stolen’ election of 
2020 a key test of MAGA loyalty.

As shown in the US National Security Strategy (White House 2025) and 
Trump 2.0’s strident demands to own Greenland, it started treating Europe 
and the European Union as an enemy, and Russia as a possible partner. Latin 
America and the Caribbean were quickly marked out by Trump’s ‘Donroe’ 
doctrine as a sphere of US primacy. The US still seemed to see China as a rival 
to be contained, but with the relationship open to negotiation. What, if any
thing, longstanding US commitments to NATO, Australia, India, Japan and 
Korea now meant was thrown into deep uncertainty.
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The general condition of cold war did not change, but the architec
ture of relations amongst the major powers, and the manner and 
purposes of cold war conduct, changed profoundly. It quickly became 
clear that this change was much more than a mere shift to Cold War 
2.1. The new world order that began to unfold in 2025 was a Third 
Cold War, reflecting different great power alignments and a different 
ideological landscape. Its geometry reflected the opening of a deep 
pluralist, and increasingly civilizationalist, system of great powers. 
With Trump 2.0, most of those great powers were governed by various 
forms of the hard right.

For the first time in its history, Europe faced the prospect of having 
both the US and Russia as enemies. In Europe, this new geometry 
triggered not only major rearmament and a crisis over the Ukraine 
war, but also huge questions about its position in the emerging world 
order. Europe seemed to face a stark choice. It could either mobilise 
militarily sufficiently to make itself a plausible player on the great power 
map, or succumb to US and Russian political meddling, and see its 
cooperative institutions weakened or removed by hard-right govern
ments. Europe was in real danger of becoming the spoils of great 
power competition.

The new architecture of the Third Cold War could itself be seen as a key 
turning point in the shift from a Western world order to a deep pluralist, 
multicivilizational one. In Cold Wars 1 and 2, the West and its allies 
composed one side of the conflict. But in Cold War 3, the West is hardly 
a meaningful entity on the world stage. Cold War 3 is about great power 
relations in a polycentric civilisational world order. The US is going its own 
way, and Europe, Japan, South Korea, Canada and Australia must make 
hard decisions about how to place themselves. The liberal norms, values, 
and institutions that defined the West, which have been in crisis since the 
2007 economic collapse, no longer have a strong backer. The US under 
Trump 2.0 has abandoned them. Europe still embodies them but might not 
be able to continue down that line, and even if it can, will not be able to 
promote them globally other than by example. China, India, Russia, and the 
US are all moving towards transactional, ‘multi-alignment’, foreign and 
security policies.

Thus, the condition of cold war has been continuous since 2014. But the 
geometry and politics of the world order that contains it has changed so 
radically as to justify thinking of this as the Third Cold War. China’s party/ 
state wants to deny the idea of cold war while playing the cold war game 
with Russia, and against the US, Japan, and India. China’s denial of cold 
war has as much relevance to reality as Trump 2.0’s denial of global 
warming.
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Notes

1. Goertz (2020) follows a logic that classifies objects not in binary terms (i.e., either 
belonging or not belonging to a category) but in degrees (i.e., belonging to the category 
to a certain degree). Weberian ideal types allow for a gradual assessment of empirical 
phenomena because they serve as the ultimate or pure type against which the empirical 
phenomenon is compared.
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