Chris Miller


Political Science 131


12-7-99








A New Order? How the End of the Cold 


War Has Affected US Democracy





Introduction





	“For almost forty-five years, the Cold War has served as the organizing principle of United States strategy.  Virtually every foreign relationship has been viewed as an aspect of the global struggle with Communism.”�  Because the United States’ safety has never been seriously challenged the Cold War seemed a great threat, and certainly during its worst (for example the Cuban Missile Crisis) the threat was ominous.  But now, as suddenly as it began, the Cold War has come to an end and left in its wake repercussions political scientists are still trying to sift through and explain.  


Some things are fairly certain about the Cold War era - US foreign policy was dominated by thoughts of communism and its (perceived) threat to the democratic way.  More specifically the two primary goals of 1) containment and 2) avoiding nuclear war were what dominated American foreign policy thought.  Avoiding nuclear war is obvious and self-explanatory, however how to achieve this end is as complex as any other aspect of the Cold War.  Containment is a multi-faceted idea, including economic, military, and political dimensions.  With all of the United States’ efforts concentrated on the Cold War, development of (at least in a general sense) clear and widely accepted goals was not difficult to achieve.  Containment and avoidance of nuclear war were the tenets that would dominate the actions of the United States during this time period.  


Post-Cold War has long been described as without direction or cohesive planning in regard to foreign policy.  This lack of direction is often cited as a post-Cold War struggle in the foreign policy department.  However, the lack of direction is also often over-emphasized and, even as marginally valid as it is, does not mean United States foreign policy is, as changed by the Cold War, going to seriously and/or negatively affect our well-being. 





Analysis





	During the Cold War era the broad objective “to create an environment in which democratic capitalism can flourish in a world in which the US still remains the dominant actor” was always maintained, albeit it through specific actions and under the titles like “containment.”�  This goal satisfies all three basic goals of any given foreign policy: National Security, National Prosperity, and Pursuit of Ideological Goals.  When broken down as such, any foreign policy should form to try and achieve one or more of those goals.  The avoidance of nuclear war is a goal that is essentially a given and falls under one of the basic tenets of government - providing safety for the citizens.  Containment of communism, however, is not such an obvious policy goal choice.  It does, though, have a great deal to do with the goals of any foreign policy.  Containment was thought to provide national security because of the perceived threat that communism offered.  Of course, in western thought, if communism is contained then democracy can take over and allow other countries to prosper, which in turn means prosperity for the US.  By this rationale containment was both advantageous to the US and the world - from a western ideological point of view.  Ideological goals are also easier obtained if communism is not the prevailing system of government; rather when democracy reigns then, in theory, the democratic countries are more likely to have the same ideology in areas of human rights, etc. and hence achieve more in this area.  Thus it can be reasoned that for the United States during the Cold War both containment and avoidance of nuclear war uphold the basic goals of foreign policy as well as upholding the goal of maintaining a democracy friendly environment.


	After the Cold War ended many political scientists felt that foreign policy was in disarray and unguided.  Because the United States lacked an equal superpower to challenge it there was no guiding and clear-cut cause for which to form foreign policy around.  “With the end of the cold war, the internal compass and the external geopolitical map had disappeared.  As a result of the dissolution of the Soviet threat, one has to come to the realization that US foreign policy has not yet found a suitable replacement for the strategy of containment.”�  Although the Soviet Union was for the most part disabled, the goals of preserving democracy and safety abroad remained primary concerns for the US.  The only real change came in that now we were able to pursue other goals that remained on the back burner during the Cold War.  During the Cold War “all other issue areas, including economics, trade, and foreign aid were subordinate to and defined in terms of the policy of containment.”�  This changed after the Cold War when more interests were able to be pursued under the same broad goal areas of maintaining democracy.


	With this proliferation of new potential policy goals coming to the surface because the Cold War ended there seemed to be too many choices in foreign policy and many misconstrue this as a lack of direction.  Remember, though, that the ultimate goals remain the same - it is only the specific problems the United States needs to deal with on a case to case basis that differentiate the policies.  For example, foreign policy with China - like with all other countries - is geared towards the preservation of democracy that the US feels will provide the three basic tenets of security, prosperity, and pursuit of ideological goals.  In the case of China we have taken a more passive human rights stance in order to strengthen our economic prosperity.  Whether one calls the foreign policy with China passivity or preserving democratic values is a moot point.  By remaining on good terms and not pushing the Tibet issue the US has been able to prosper economically from China and simultaneously offer some guidance for China towards becoming a democratic state (in the name of preserving democracy).  


Threat of nuclear war tends to mobilize the public opinion, but the United States no longer has that threat and because there is a lack of one primary goal, a plurality of individual foreign policy goals has arisen.  Although most tend to fall under the preservation of the US and democracy as leaders on the international landscape, they do give the impression that the country is divided in regards to future and present foreign policy.  As such our foreign policy has, after the Cold War, become much like our 


domestic policy.  Domestic policy goals are essentially a mirror of our foreign policy goal (or more likely vise versa): promote a democratic way of life while maintaining the US as a superior country - economically, militarily, educationally, etc.  Also like our domestic affairs, our foreign affairs, since circa 1991, have become largely pluralistic.  During the Civil War all domestic attention was on slavery, just as during the Cold War all foreign attention was on communism and the containment thereof.  As in domestic affairs there are interest groups constantly lobbying for public attention the foreign policy sector, too has many interests competing for attention.  Thus our foreign policy is, as a result of our system of government, only as scattered or without direction as are our domestic policies.


Because of the nature of the specific goals the United States foreign policy was largely militarized during the Cold War.�  That is, in times of peace avoidance of nuclear war or preservation of a democratic environment might mean diplomacy, whereas in a state of threatened war it means military action, or a threat thereof.  As a result both the Soviet Union and the United States adopted a policy of increased spending on defense and building a strong military.  This emphasis on the military dimension made policy less apt to lean toward any humanitarian aspects we may have wanted to pursue.  However, “the dominant issues of the post-Cold War world were based no longer on military threats but instead on economic challenges.”�  Not only did the end of the Cold War bring the opportunity for economic challenges, but also, whereas during the Cold War “human rights belonged almost exclusively to foreign policy rhetoric,” because human rights and “security objectives” often conflicted; after the Cold War human rights pursuits were a viable foreign policy option.  


	Just as was true during the Cold War, the US now attempts, through its foreign policy, to preserve the environment friendly to democracy and US dominance.�  


“Beneath the surface of everyday political reality one can detect a reasonably clear set of goals which have been pursued since 1989: to reduce foreign policy costs where possible; to encourage the broad historical movement towards democratic capitalism around the world…to deter aggression by maintaining a reasonable military capacity…to ensure that the United States remained the dominant actor in the international system…This list of broad objectives confirms the truism that US interests have not changed as much since the end of the Cold War as some analysts imply.”�





	This is not to say that current policy does not differ at all, rather this helps to weaken the degree to which some have claimed US policy lacks direction.  It must be admitted that as a result of the Cold War ending the US has a greater chance to pursue more humanitarian and ideological ambitions.  Although the goal has always been to preserve a safe environment for democracy (an ideological goal), it took form (during the Cold War) more militarily.  How exactly the US should seek to preserve and spread democracy and what specific policies should be adopted is where much of the confusion is currently coming from.  This and the oft-referred to fact that our humanitarian exploits seem to be random, biased, or poorly chosen (for example Bosnia and Kuwait, but not Tibet or Rwanda, were provided aid in, at least superficially, humanitarian exploits).  In this sense the Cold War’s end has provided the US with many opportunities to pursue more humanitarian goals (while still under the heading of preserving democracy).  The Cold War did open up a whole slew of more specific policy choices, however they, for the most part, are under the goal of perpetuating democracy and its tenets.  Just because there are more policy choices, though, does not necessitate a foreign policy system without direction.





Conclusions





	The Cold War was obviously a huge part of US foreign and even domestic policy during the 40 plus years it lasted.  Within that time a certain way of doing and looking at things was establishe
