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PREFACE TO MEMORIAL EDITION


THOSE CLOSE TO STEPHEN COHEN KNEW he had a CD with a dozen versions of the song “My Way,” from Billy Bragg to Frank Sinatra. It was natural, then, to title the 2021 book paying tribute to Steve’s life and work, His Way.1


Steve’s death inspired an outpouring of condolences and tributes in various fields and across numerous nations. A selection of these tributes is included in this memorial edition of War With Russia? Even two year later it’s difficult to grasp both the full impact of losing such a committed American scholar as well as the scope of his contributions to history, teaching, and the course of US-Russia relations.


Steve’s work often led friends and foes to address what set the historian and political analyst apart from others: his disagreement with the notion that the USSR’s creation in 1917 was illegitimate; his discovery of the true history of Nikolai Bukharin; his influence on the architects of perestroika; and his theory that the Soviet Union was not doomed to end but could have been reformed instead.


Steve was a public intellectual, taking his often controversial, revisionist historical views of the Soviet Union, later Russia, to op-ed pages, the TV airwaves—and the columns in this collection. There was his view of New Economic Policy (NEP) as an alternative to Stalinism, his work chronicling the fates of dissidents who had returned from the gulag, and his unwavering support of the creation and development of the GULAG State Historical Museum. There was also Steve’s passion for history’s truths, his talent as an educator and lecturer, and his extraordinary friendship with former Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev. Later, he wrote critically of Boris Yeltsin, the looting of the Russian economy, the creation of rapacious oligarchs, and the de-democratization that began with Yeltsin—not Putin.


His primary academic field was the study of alternatives—options and consequences of decisions made at inflection points in history. His life, too, had choices and inflection points. In the spring of 1959, he had to decide between going on a trip to Pamplona or a tour of five cities in the Soviet Union, the sleeping giant just beginning to awaken and recover after decades of state terror, as he described it. Thirty years later, Steve was about to decline the chance to speak about alternatives in Soviet history at the 1989 May Day celebrations on Red Square, only to heed the urgings of his Russian friends and accept the invitation. “It was fate,” he reflected in an interview for a Harriman Institute oral history project.


Steve was an independent thinker; the tiresome accusation that he was anyone’s puppet was risible. He unwaveringly opposed several Cold wars, as a historian and a citizen. Many of the twists of his life were interconnected but not predetermined, and in the end were shaped by his determination. It took courage to denounce the Washington politicians who, impelled by triumphalism, expanded NATO eastward to Russia’s borders, fomented anti-Russian hysteria in America, and demonized Vladimir Putin. It is painfully prescient today to read Steve’s insights, analyses—and warnings. As we stand on the precipice of war with Russia, Steve’s informed columns, assembled here in War With Russia? are especially relevant. His stances on Georgia, Ukraine, and Crimea led to baseless smears and public harassment. Steve was ostracized in academia and the media, yet he was prepared for these unexpected turns and stayed true to his path. Steve may not have seen his insights prevail, but his work and life offer a legacy of thought and integrity which I believe will withstand the test of time.


Katrina vanden Heuvel


February 2022





1   Katrina vanden Heuvel and Gennady Bordyugov, His Way (Moscow: AIRO-XXI, 2021).









CONDOLENCES, TRIBUTES, AND APPRECIATION


Dear Katrina,


Please accept my sincere condolences on Steve’s passing. He was one of the closest people to me in his views and understanding of the enormous events that occurred in the late 1980s in Russia and changed the world. Steve was a brilliant historian and a man of democratic convictions. He loved Russia, the Russian intelligentsia, and believed in our country’s future. I always considered Steve and you my true friends. During perestroika and all the subsequent years, I felt your understanding and unwavering support. I thank you both. Dear Katrina, I feel deep sympathy for your grief, and I mourn together with you and Nika. Blessed memory for Steve.


I embrace you, Mikhail Gorbachev


19.09.2020


Mikhail Gorbachev general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (1985–91) and president of the Soviet Union (1990–91).


Dear Katrina,


I was very sorry to learn yesterday of the death of Steve and wish to send you my sincere condolences on this sad loss. It was only a few weeks ago that I heard that Steve was gravely ill, and that came as a shock. He seemed so irrepressible and indestructible. Although the last time I saw both of you was, I’m fairly sure, at the 2015 ASEEES conference in Philadelphia in 2015, I always valued meeting Steve, whether in Moscow (as happened more than once) or every few years in the US. We didn’t concur on everything. I am more critical of developments in the Russian political system during the Putin presidency, but I think that Steve was right in his vigorous criticism of the Yeltsin years. He was right also in noting the double standards that were applied when Russian foreign policy was condemned, and in showing the extent to which this was in reaction to Western disregard for Russian opinion and legitimate Russian interests in the post-perestroika years. Steve was likewise absolutely right to criticize American triumphalist accounts of the Cold War’s ending. It would not have ended when it did, and in the peaceful and negotiated way it did, had any member of Chernenko’s Politburo other than Mikhail Gorbachev succeeded the second last general secretary of the CPSU. As you know, I share your and Steve’s high regard for Gorbachev and for his historic role in Russian and world politics. Steve was an important presence in Soviet and Russian historiography and as a public intellectual. His work had an influence not only in the West but in Russia, especially during the perestroika period with the translation of his Bukharin book. I know that his more recent books have also been published in Russian, but the time of greatest impact was in the second half of the1980s. Those were years in which books and articles became major events in Russia, as people probed the limits of the new freedoms. Interest in ideas and in filling in the blank pages in the writing of Russian history has never been higher before or since. Steve was a stimulating scholar, an excellent writer, and a courageous controversialist. We always need people prepared to challenge the conventional wisdom. In the current political polarization in the United States, there is surely more conventional ignorance on the Trump and conservative side, but also too much conventional wisdom and unquestioned assumptions (including those which tend toward demonizing Russia) on the liberal side. Steve was in neither camp. I did not always agree with him, but I respected his refusal to bow to political or intellectual fashion.


With all good wishes, and with great sympathy at this difficult time,


Archie


September 19, 2020


Archie Brown is a British political scientist and historian. He is an emeritus professor of politics at the University of Oxford and an emeritus fellow at St. Anthony’s College, Oxford, where he served as a professor of politics and director of St. Anthony’s Russian and East European Centre. He is a Fellow of the British Academy.


THE MAN WHO KNEW RUSSIA: A TRIBUTE TO STEPHEN F. COHEN


BILL BRADLEY


I knew Steve Cohen for over fifty years from my time with the New York Knicks (he loved basketball) to the US Senate (he loved politics) to business (it couldn’t hold his attention). He was a public intellectual with core convictions informed by history. His magisterial biography of Nikolai Bukharin established his academic reputation. When I read it in the 1970s, it changed the way I thought about the origins of the Soviet Union. For Steve, ideas lived and language made a difference. He often marshaled his great clarity to challenge the status quo. Whether he was smuggling Solzhenitsyn novels into the Soviet Union in the 1970s, advising CBS News during the Gorbachev years, pleading with everyone to avoid a second Cold War or lecturing to a rapt class, he always expressed what he saw as the truth. Above all, he felt the Russian spirit, the pain of Russian history, and the irrepressible humanity of the Russian people.


As a US senator, I traveled often to Russia during the 1980s when Mikhail Gorbachev was in power. Steve saw Gorbachev as having potentially a seminal role in the history of the world, and he made no bones about it. With literally hundreds of Russian friends in the arts, journalism, academia, and government, Steve encouraged me to get to know the Russian people and the Russian land. So for six years between 1985 and 1992, I would travel the country from Moscow/St. Petersburg to Irkutsk with just one staff member and a friend of Steve’s who worked for the US Information Agency and was a Ph.D. in Russian culture and language. We would often have meetings with Soviet officials in their offices and then we would go out and meet people in the streets or subways, at literary societies, and around Russian kitchen tables. On one of these trips, I asked a woman exiting the Tashkent subway what Perestroika and Glasnost meant to her. She paused before replying, “A new life for my children.”


When I came back from those trips, I would have lunch with Secretary of State George Shultz and tell him what I had seen, heard, and felt, which he said was much different from those things that the CIA was telling him. Through many sources, Shultz recognized that Gorbachev was a special leader, convinced Reagan of it and the Cold War ended.


When Boris Yeltsin succeeded Gorbachev and the economy went into a freefall with inflation at 1,000 percent and a poverty rate of over 30 percent, Steve would say that Russia needed an FDR and instead got a Milton Friedman, leading to the rise of a kleptocracy.


Any good politician knows that when someone is down you call them up and tell them you’re with them and that you know they’ll get through the difficult times. The United States didn’t do that with Russia. We sent free-market ideologues without any understanding of Russian history and with little appreciation for the emotional trauma and wounded pride that the end of the Soviet Union brought to Russia. When the Russian intelligentsia offered advice on how we could work together in the world we just kept on doing what Russians felt was contrary to their interests—NATO expansion, missile defense, Iraq, Kosovo, and Libya.


As we disregarded Russian fears and ignored the chance for a true partnership, Steve worried about the resumption of hostile relations between our two countries and possibly a new Cold War. He held out hope that America would come to its senses. That view increasingly was not popular among the American foreign policy establishment and the media. In fact, in Steve’s last seven years, the New York Times rejected every op-ed he submitted. Some people even labeled him “Putin’s apologist.” Those comments hurt Steve deeply because he was first and always an American but one who could appreciate the legacy of Russian history and the opportunity that existed when tectonic plates shifted. Above all, he knew that it took courage and real leadership at the highest levels to create something new.


The relation between Steve and Gorbachev extended to their families. Gorbachev once told Steve that Steve’s relationship with his wife Katrina reminded Gorbachev of the one he had had with his wife Raisa, who was his inseparable soulmate until she died in 1999. And when Steve’s number two daughter, Nika, developed a consuming interest in both basketball and Russia, she honored her father’s roots in Kentucky and his contribution to the world.


For those of us who knew and cared for him, we will carry with us the memory of a good man who tried to make a difference on a very large stage and who never let the slings and arrows of criticism slow him from calling it as he saw it.


Bill Bradley is a former member of the New York Knicks, a former US Senator, and a presidential candidate in 2000.


Published: The National Interest. 2020, October 9. https://nationalinterest.org/feature/man-who-knew-russia-tribute-stephen-f-cohen-170426


NATIONAL FIGURE


YANNI KOTSONIS


Steve was hired to NYU after his time at Princeton. He was a masterful lecturer who packed in 400 students each time he taught his survey of Soviet history, and he helped keep alive Soviet and Russian studies at a time when interest was falling. I admired that. For some of this time I was his chair in the Russian Department, and I worked with him regularly when we founded the Jordan Center and I became the director. I knew him socially.


He was a marvelous colleague, helpful to the Russian Department, to the Jordan Center, and to his colleagues. I can’t recall a time when he turned us down. I want this to be known and appreciated. Steve, could you speak at a panel on Russian politics? Of course, he always replied with his gravelly voice, without caveat. Steve, can we arrange a larger public event on Russian politics? Yes, and he brought with him ambassadors and senators and consultants, unprompted. Steve, would you mind retiring so that we can hire a full-time historian of the USSR? Sure, but just make sure they use it for that purpose, otherwise I’ll stay and keep the seat warm. I’ve got your back. I just need an office for my books. A few years later: Steve, about that office… No problem, when do you need me to vacate? Steve, we could use some funding for our MA students. How much? Steve, I have a donor who wants to meet you to seal the deal. Let’s have Greek, you order, and make sure you bring your father. Steve, do you have a light? He always did.


He had that manner: he sounded brusque unless you were from New York, which he wasn’t; he was proud to be “a boy from Kentucky.” I guess he may have sounded abrupt or even abrasive. As I got to know him, I realized that he was sincere and well meaning. He had convictions and he argued them. Even in private conversation about third parties with whom he disagreed, he was not contemptuous. He disagreed. It was about ideas. In his famous exchanges with Richard Pipes, he managed to be polite to Richard Pipes.


He carried with him a permanent sense of beleaguerment, and it is true that there were long periods when he was beleaguered. In the 1970s and 1980s, he was an American leftist who thought he was facing a solid wall of conservative critics of the USSR. More recently, he was the rare public intellectual who did not discuss Russia in shrill, contemptuous, and categorical terms. This did not make him less outspoken in public; but he often sat a little to the side at a panel as if to emphasize that he was not part of the orthodoxy (though for a long time he was), hunched and inquiring shoulders asking if he was entitled to his opinions even as his voice carried on with his irrepressible confidence. In private he assumed the look of the enfant terrible, with a mischievous grin, assuming or insisting that his interlocutor agreed with him and was complicit, inviting you to join in a lonely but worthy cause. It made you want to go along for the ride.


He was a liberal to be sure, and he and his wife Katrina invested in basketball clubs in inner cities; Steve played basketball, too. It’s his politics for which he was most known, renowned, and notorious. I first read his books, mainly his biography of Bukharin, as an undergraduate in Montreal in the 1980s, and I understood them as a voice of the left. He consolidated a view of the Bolshevik Party and of the USSR as heterogeneous and socially based; he paved the way for a generation of historians though he himself was not a historian. Not all socialism was Stalinism, and even Soviet socialism was not always Stalinism. In hindsight I realize that Steve’s texts were radically liberal, an American understanding of the left, more about pluralism and egalitarianism than about class as such.


Then came the 1990s—around when I got to know him—and the social cataclysm of privatization, the declining international standing of the Russian Federation, and finally the international isolation of Russia after 2012 and the obsessive identification of one country with one person, Putin. Somehow conversations about Russia evolved around Putin and civil rights—fair enough—but hardly at all around the tens of millions rendered poor and insecure and who made Putin possible. I think we all dealt with it in different ways; by the mid-2010s many of us went quiet, and I avoided Facebook at all costs.


Not so Steve. Steve had flourished in a different era, and he was something of a national figure with his regular appearances on the CBS Evening News with Dan Rather, something of the national interpreter of things Soviet and then Russian. He had an excellent mind, and he was a master of rhetoric. He could speak compellingly to an audience of colleagues and intelligibly to a TV audience at 6:30 p.m. Over time US media attention on Russia declined. And while many of us went quiet, Steve persisted and sought that national audience just about anywhere he could find it. By the 2010s, the problem was not simply that media attention had declined; any new attention was vapid and simplistic. It was hard to have a conversation about Russia without centering it on Putin; from 2016, Russia was only about election interference. Steve insisted that this was a large country, still geopolitically important, and we would ignore or misunderstand it at our peril. There had to be more to it than what we read in the Times or the New Yorker, which is a narrative of Putin vs the intelligentsia who knew certain journalists—not wrong, but shockingly narrow. Narcissism comes in many forms.


By 2014 or so he was very much a lone voice, in the academy and in the media, and the invitations were fewer. In Russia he was a star, because he was one of the few remaining American public intellectuals who did not make a career of trashing Russia or reducing Russia to one man and his critics; even Russian critics of the regime found in him a voice. He argued, and I think he was right, that we had adopted a new orthodoxy, to the effect that Russia/Putin was inexcusable (fine) but also not in need of serious explanation (not at all fine); and to even explain it in any other terms was retrograde. This was a pity, because whatever one might think of his opinions, he was intelligent. We needed a debate or, as he would have put it, there can’t be just one line. I was very pleased to offer him a forum at the Jordan Center. I wish more institutions had done the same: it’s better to have the argument than dismiss with a guffaw. Even as Steve’s opinions became more singular relative to the academy and the media, my successors Joshua Tucker and Anne Lounsbery insisted that he be given a place to speak—quite brave and correct, it seems to me, especially given that they disagreed.


By that time, in ways that are complicated, Steve had become more of the voice of Russia’s image internationally than of the left. Or it was a certain kind of American left. The common criticism of Steve was that he was identifying with Russia as it is now constituted, forced to defend what he might otherwise not have defended. There’s a bigger story here about the American left in relation to Russia, I think, and Steve was a part of it. Should Russia be measured by the standards of a progressive (in which case, опять двойка), or did it suffice that a country, any country, had the capacity to act as a check on the US globally (Steve believed that Russia had that capacity). It’s a conversation we did not have, and I regret that.


If you knew him, he was a dear.


Yanni Kotsonis is Professor of History and Professor of Russian and Slavic Studies at NYU.


Published: 2020, September 21 www.jordanrussiacenter.org/news/stephen-cohen-1938-2020-professor-emeritus-nyu-russian-and-slavic-studies


STEPHEN COHEN OBITUARY JONATHAN STEELE


US historian who argued that the Soviet Union could have been reformed and need not have ended when it did.


The scholar of Russian history and politics Stephen Cohen, who has died aged 81 of lung cancer, challenged the orthodox western analysis of the Soviet Union and post-Soviet affairs. In his magisterial book Soviet Fates and Lost Alternatives (2009), he demolished the claim that Leninism led inevitably to totalitarian dictatorship under Stalin and that the Soviet system of one-party rule and state ownership of property could never be reformed.


He cited three periods when developments could have gone differently from what actually happened: in the late 1920s, when debates within the Politburo came to a head over the New Economic Policy (NEP), which allowed for private enterprise and ownership of land and property; in the early 60s, when Nikita Khrushchev launched key political reforms; and in 1990 and 1991, after Mikhail Gorbachev introduced a mixed economy and social democratic solutions based on political pluralism in place of the Communist party’s monopoly of power.


With his sense of humour, gravelly voice and iconoclastic arguments, Cohen entranced generations of students from his academic perch at Princeton University for the three decades from 1968, in which he rose to be professor of politics and Russian studies, and then at New York University (1998–2011).


He wrote a column in The Nation, under the byline Sovieticus from 1982 to 1987 and in recent years hosted a weekly radio broadcast on Russian-American relations, which he feared were leading to a new cold war. He blamed Bill Clinton and policymakers in Washington for failing to include Russia in a new European order after the Soviet Union came to an end and for expanding Nato eastwards in a spirit of “we won” triumphalism. George W. Bush and Barack Obama compounded the failure by siting US anti-ballistic missile systems on Russia’s borders.


During the Soviet period Cohen was unusual among western specialists on Russia in having friends among dissidents as well as reformist intellectuals in the Moscow thinktanks. His book The Victims Return was based on interviews with dozens of survivors of Stalin’s labour camps about their problems in returning to freedom.


Amid the new freedoms permitted by Gorbachev after 1985, Cohen and his wife, Katrina vanden Heuvel, the publisher and editor of The Nation, made frequent long trips to Moscow and got to know the new Soviet leader personally. At one of the last May Day celebrations in Red Square, Gorbachev invited them both to stand beside the Lenin mausoleum to watch the parade. On Cohen’s death the former Soviet president sent Vanden Heuvel a tribute about her husband, saying: “He was one of the closest people to me in his views and understanding of the enormous events that occurred in the late 80s in Russia and changed the world. Steve was a brilliant historian and a man of democratic convictions. He loved Russia, the Russian intelligentsia and believed in our country’s future.”


A Russian version of Cohen’s 1973 biography of Nikolai Bukharin, a brilliant young Bolshevik who championed the NEP in the 20s, was later published in Moscow and had a wide readership amid new interest in Bukharin’s liberalising ideas. Gorbachev told Cohen he had learned much from the book.


Discussion of the NEP was banned in the Soviet Union after Stalin changed course and embarked on the forced collectivization of agriculture. Bukharin was arrested and shot after long interrogations and a show trial in Moscow.


During his 70s researches, Cohen had tracked down and met Bukharin’s widow, Anna Larina, and they became friends. She appointed Cohen as proxy to examine the archives for her husband’s papers.


Born in Indianapolis, Stephen was the older of two children of Marvin Cohen and his wife, Ruth (nee Frand). His father owned a jewellery shop and a golf course in Hollywood. Stephen went to school in Owensboro, Kentucky, and then to Pine Crest school, Fort Lauderdale, Florida, which he left in 1956.


As an undergraduate at Indiana University, he went to Britain on a study-abroad scheme and then on a 30-day trip to the Soviet Union. Intrigued by what he saw, he abandoned plans to become a professional golfer and took up Russian studies. He earned a bachelor’s degree in economics and public policy (1960) and a master’s in Russian studies (1962). He went onto Columbia University and gained a PhD in 1969 with a dissertation on Bukharin’s economic thinking.


In 1962 he married an opera singer, Lynn Blair, but the marriage ended in divorce. He and Katrina married in 1988.


It was Cohen’s early work on Bukharin that led him to the themes that became central to his preoccupations: was the Soviet Union reformable and why did it come to an end? He did not agree with the consensus among western analysts who, with the advantage of hindsight since 1991, claimed that the Soviet Union was doomed to die. He took particular issue with the view that the Soviet Union had come into existence in an illegitimate way in 1917 and had committed so many crimes that it could never become a democracy.


Cohen called himself a “boy from Kentucky” who had accepted segregation until adulthood. He suggested that the gap between the Soviet Union’s professed ideals and Soviet reality was comparable to the long US history of tolerating slavery and discrimination while professing democracy. If the US could change, so could the Soviet Union.


Cohen challenged other arguments. To those who said the Soviet system was unreformable because the communist ruling class would never permit changes that threatened its power, Cohen pointed out that Gorbachev’s main reforms, the introduction of contested elections and the abolition of the party’s monopoly of power, were ratified in the politburo, central committee, and two-party congresses.


To those who argued that the Soviet system was swept away by a popular revolution from below, Cohen replied that there was no such anti-Soviet movement. The evidence from public opinion surveys up to 1991 was that many Soviet citizens continued to oppose free-market capitalism and to support basic features of the Soviet system, such as public ownership of large industries.


As for the fate of the multi-national federation, Cohen argued that as late as November 1991, during negotiations with Gorbachev, Boris Yeltsin, the Russian president, was expressing support for a new kind of union. Three weeks later he invited the presidents of Ukraine and Belarus to join him in declaring the Soviet Union dead. So it was destroyed by personal ambition in a coup d’etat. It did not implode or fall apart.


Cohen’s last book, War With Russia?, published last year, was a collection of articles and broadcasts from the previous five years during the time when US-Russian relations descended into name-calling. He described himself as an “American patriot” who wanted to see a partnership between the US and Russia to tackle common threats, such as international terrorism.


He passionately opposed what he felt was blind anti-Russian hysteria and the demonization of Vladimir Putin. “In the three cases widely given as examples of Putin’s ‘aggression’ the evidence points to US-led instigation,” he wrote. The proxy US-Russian war in Georgia in 2008 was started by the US-backed Georgian president who had been encouraged to aspire to NATO membership. The crisis and war in Ukraine resulted from Washington’s long-standing effort to bring that country into NATO despite Ukraine’s shared civilization with Russia.


Putin’s intervention in Syria was done on a valid premise: to defeat the Islamic State group after Obama refused to join Russia in an anti-Isis alliance.


Cohen was often denounced as “Putin’s Number One American apologist.” Yanni Kotsonis, a colleague at New York University, summed up Cohen’s life differently: “He was one of the few remaining American public intellectuals who did not make a career of trashing Russia or reducing Russia to one man and his critics.”


Cohen is survived by Katrina, his children, Andrew, and Alexandra, from his first marriage, and Nicola from his second; four grandchildren, and a sister, Judith.


Jonathan Steele is a British journalist, columnist, and writer. He has worked for the Guardian since 1965.


Published: Guardian. 2020. October 13: https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/oct/13/stephen-cohen-obituary


STEPHEN COHEN HAS DIED. REMEMBER HIS URGENT WARNINGS AGAINST THE NEW COLD WAR


CAITLIN JOHNSTONE


Stephen F Cohen, the renowned American scholar on Russia and leading authority on US-Russian relations, has died of lung cancer at the age of 81.


As one of the precious few western voices of sanity on the subject of Russia while everyone else has been frantically flushing their brains down the toilet, this is a real loss. I myself have cited Cohen’s expert analysis many times in my own work, and his perspective has played a formative role in my understanding of what’s really going on with the monolithic cross-partisan manufacturing of consent for increased western aggressions against Moscow.


In a world that is increasingly confusing and awash with propaganda, Cohen’s death is a blow to humanity’s desperate quest for clarity and understanding.


I don’t know how long Cohen had cancer. I don’t know how long he was aware that he might not have much time left on this earth. What I do know is he spent much of his energy in his final years urgently trying to warn the world about the rapidly escalating danger of nuclear war, which in our strange new reality he saw as in many ways completely unprecedented.


The last of the many books Cohen authored was 2019’s War With Russia?, detailing his ideas on how the complex multi-front nature of the post-2016 cold war escalations against Moscow combines with Russiagate and other factors to make it in some ways more dangerous even than the most dangerous point of the previous cold war.


“We’re in a new cold war with Russia that is much more dangerous than the preceding cold war for various reasons,” Cohen told The Young Turks in 2017. “One is that there are at least three cold war fronts that are fraught with hot war: that would be Ukraine, that would be the Baltic Black Sea region where NATO is undertaking an unprecedented military buildup on Russia’s border, and of course in Syria, where American and Russian aircraft are flying in the same airspace. And I would add to those three cold war fronts what is now called Russiagate, because the accusation that Trump needs to be impeached because he’s somehow a Russian agent so distorts and cripples the possibility of the White House making Russia policy that I think it’s a cold war front.”


Cohen repeatedly points to the most likely cause of a future nuclear war: not one that is planned but one which erupts intense, complex situations where anything could happen in the chaos and confusion as a result of misfire, miscommunication or technical malfunction, as nearly happened many times during the last cold war.


“I think this is the most dangerous moment in American-Russian relations, at least since the Cuban missile crisis,” Cohen told Democracy Now! in 2017. “And arguably, it’s more dangerous, because it’s more complex. Therefore, we—and then, meanwhile, we have in Washington these—and, in my judgment, factless accusations that Trump has somehow been compromised by the Kremlin. So, at this worst moment in American-Russian relations, we have an American president who’s being politically crippled by the worst imaginable—it’s unprecedented. Let’s stop and think. No American president has ever been accused, essentially, of treason. This is what we’re talking about here, or that his associates have committed treason.”


“Imagine, for example, John Kennedy during the Cuban missile crisis,” Cohen added. “Imagine if Kennedy had been accused of being a secret Soviet Kremlin agent. He would have been crippled. And the only way he could have proved he wasn’t was to have launched a war against the Soviet Union. And at that time, the option was nuclear war.”


“A recurring theme of my recently published book War With Russia? is that the new Cold War is more dangerous, more fraught with hot war, than the one we survived,” Cohen wrote last year. “Histories of the 40-year US-Soviet Cold War tell us that both sides came to understand their mutual responsibility for the conflict, a recognition that created political space for the constant peacekeeping negotiations, including nuclear arms control agreements, often known as détente. But as I also chronicle in the book, today’s American Cold Warriors blame only Russia, specifically ‘Putin’s Russia,’ leaving no room or incentive for rethinking any US policy toward post-Soviet Russia since 1991.”


“Finally, there continues to be no effective, organized American opposition to the new Cold War,” Cohen added. “This too is a major theme of my book and another reason why this Cold War is more dangerous than was its predecessor. In the 1970s and 1980s, advocates of détente were well-organized, well-funded, and well-represented, from grassroots politics and universities to think tanks, mainstream media, Congress, the State Department, and even the White House. Today there is no such opposition anywhere.”


“A major factor is, of course, ‘Russiagate’,” Cohen continued. “As evidenced in the sources I cite above, much of the extreme American Cold War advocacy we witness today is a mindless response to President Trump’s pledge to find ways to ‘cooperate with Russia’ and to the still-unproven allegations generated by it. Certainly, the Democratic Party is not an opposition party in regard to the new Cold War.”


“Détente with Russia has always been a fiercely opposed, crisis-ridden policy pursuit, but one manifestly in the interests of the United States and the world,” Cohen wrote in another essay last year. “No American president can achieve it without substantial bipartisan support at home, which Trump manifestly lacks. What kind of catastrophe will it take—in Ukraine, the Baltic region, Syria, or somewhere on Russia’s electric grid—to shock US Democrats and others out of what has been called, not unreasonably, their Trump Derangement Syndrome, particularly in the realm of American national security? Meanwhile, the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists has recently reset its Doomsday Clock to two minutes before midnight.”


And now Stephen Cohen is dead, and that clock is inching ever closer to midnight. The Russiagate psyop that he predicted would pressure Trump to advance dangerous cold war escalations with no opposition from the supposed opposition party has indeed done exactly that with nary a peep of criticism from either partisan faction of the political/media class. Cohen has for years been correctly predicting this chilling scenario which now threatens the life of every organism on earth, even while his own life was nearing its end.


And now the complex cold war escalations he kept urgently warning us about have become even more complex with the addition of nuclear-armed China to the multiple fronts the US-centralized empire has been plate-spinning its brinkmanship upon, and it is clear from the ramping up of anti-China propaganda since last year that we are being prepped for those aggressions to continue to increase.


We should heed the dire warnings that Cohen spent his last breaths issuing. We should demand a walk-back of these insane imperialist aggressions which benefit nobody and call for détente with Russia and China. We should begin creating an opposition to this world-threatening flirtation with Armageddon before it is too late. Every life on this planet may well depend on our doing so.


Stephen Cohen is dead, and we are marching toward the death of everything. God help us all.


Caitlin Johnstone is a reader-supported independent journalist from Melbourne, Australia. Her political writings can be found on Medium and on her Facebook page, facebook.com/CaitlinAJohnstone.


Published: 2020. September 19. https://caityjohnstone.medium.com/stephen-cohen-has-died-remember-his-urgent-warnings-against-the-new-cold-war-cf6d4c844dd









To My Readers


THIS BOOK IS UNLIKE OTHERS I have published. Above all, it evolved during the years since 2014 when US-Russian relations were becoming more dangerous than they had ever been—and then made even worse by the allegations known as Russiagate. How this happened and what these unprecedented realities mean are ongoing themes in the pages that follow.


War With Russia? is also different in another respect. Over the years, I have written several kinds of books for other scholars and general readers—biography, narrative and interpretive political history, collections of essays and columns. The contents of this volume, however, were not originally intended to be a book. Nor were the words initially written. They began as radio broadcasts.


In 2014, the host of The John Batchelor Show, a popular nation-wide news program based at WABC AM in New York City, offered me a weekly segment on Tuesdays at 10 pm for one hour—about 40 minutes of discussion apart from commercial breaks. I had previously known John, a novelist and historian, and considered him to be one of the most erudite, intellectual, and, despite his formal role as a “conservative,” ecumenical hosts in American talk radio. I accepted.


There was an equally important consideration. I had been arguing for years—very much against the American political-media grain—that a new US-Russian Cold War was unfolding, driven primarily by politics in Washington, not in Moscow. For this perspective, I had been largely excluded from influential print, broadcast, and cable outlets where I had previously been welcomed.


Virtually alone among major US media figures, John Batchelor—whose show has some 2.7 million listeners a week across the United States as well as 5 million downloaded podcasts a month here and abroad—evidently agreed with my general perspective, or at least thought it important enough to follow. “The New US-Russian Cold War” became, and remains, the rubric of our broadcasts, though subjects sometimes range more widely.


Our procedure changed over the years. Initially, John and I broadcast live, but due to our schedules began taping the night’s discussion around 7 pm, when we already had the US and Russian “news” of the day. From the beginning, the podcast was posted the next day on the website (TheNation.com) of The Nation magazine, where I had been a contributor for many years. In 2014-2015, because I was writing articles for the magazine, the podcast was accompanied by only a brief paragraph listing the topics of the broadcast. Beginning in January 2016, as the new Cold War grew more perilous, I began writing longer commentaries expanding on each of my contributions to the Batchelor program—I did so very quickly overnight, sometimes with little regard for literary polish—and posting them with the podcast.


Inadvertently, I became a weekly web columnist, resuming an experiment in scholarly journalism I had undertaken in the 1980s in a monthly column, “Sovieticus,” for The Nation. Then and now again, I wanted to provide essential historical context missing in news reports and analysis. Most of the weekly broadcasts and my commentaries—John and I skipped a few weeks due to holidays or scheduling problems on my part—were done in New York City, but some where I occasionally found myself on Tuesdays, from my hometown in Kentucky to Moscow.


Part I of this book is composed of four abridged articles I wrote for The Nation in 2014 and 2015. All of the articles in the Prologue and sections II, III, and IV are selected from almost 150 of my web “columns.” Except for the Prologue, written in late 2018, they appear in chronological order as an analytical narrative of ongoing events. The date under each title is the day it was posted at TheNation.com. The commentaries appear here largely as posted, though for the book I polished the language somewhat, added some clarifying information, and combined a few related commentaries into one or two.


I also made some deletions in order to avoid unnecessary repetition. But repetition of large themes and ongoing subjects became unavoidable, indeed necessary, for the purpose of my weekly commentaries—and of this book: to make accessible to general readers an alternative, dissenting narrative of what I think are among the most fateful developments of our time. Whether I have succeeded or not is for readers to judge.


Quite a few writers in mainstream publications disliked what I was writing. Their agitated responses were noted in a November 24, 2017 feature article about me in The Chronicle Review, the magazine supplement of The Chronicle of Higher Education. It was subtitled “The Most Controversial Russia Expert in America.” My scholarly work—my biography of Nikolai Bukharin and essays collected in Rethinking the Soviet Experience and Soviet Fates and Lost Alternatives, for example—has always been controversial because it has been what scholars term “revisionist”—reconsiderations, based on new research and perspectives, of prevailing interpretations of Soviet and post-Soviet Russian history.


But the “controversy” surrounding me since 2014, mostly in reaction to the contents of this book, has been different—inspired by usually vacuous, defamatory assaults on me as “Putin’s No. 1 American Apologist,” “Best Friend,” and the like. I never respond specifically to these slurs because they offer no truly substantive criticism of my arguments, only ad hominem attacks. Instead, I argue, as readers will see in the first section, that I am a patriot of American national security, that the orthodox policies my assailants promote are gravely endangering our security, and that therefore we—I and others they assail—are patriotic heretics. Here too readers can judge.


I should add that emails and letters I received over the years from listeners and readers lauding my commentaries, for which I remain grateful, far out-numbered the public slurs. But slurring any Americans who think differently about US policy toward Russia has silenced too many skeptics and contributed to another theme of this book—a new and more dangerous Cold War without any real public debate in our mainstream politics or media.


Part of the animus against me seems to be due to my criticism of mainstream media malpractice in covering Russia, yet another recurring subject in the pages that follow. As I explained in a previous book, Failed Crusade: America and the Tragedy of Post-Communist Russia (2000), readers should not mistake my media criticism for ivy-tower resentment or contempt.


On the contrary, I have long combined my vocation as a university scholar with my own contributions to mainstream journalism. So much that in the late 1970s, while I was a tenured Princeton professor, the New York Times offered me a position as one of its correspondents in Moscow. (I declined for family reasons and because I sensed that big changes in the Soviet Union were still some years away.) Moreover, my subsequent Nation “Sovieticus” column was frequently reprinted in influential newspapers. And from the late 1980s, I was for many years a prominent on-air consultant for CBS News.


In short, no professional or personal antipathies underlie my criticism of mainstream media, only my conviction that violations of their own professional standards in reporting and commenting on Russia and relations between Washington and Moscow have contributed to this new and more dangerous Cold War. Hence my weekly efforts, and now in this book, to offer readers an alternative narrative and explanation of how it came about.


***


All writers have help along the way, I perhaps more than many due to the wide range of my weekly subjects. Three people regularly helped me with information and, equally important, critical feedback: James Carden, Lev Golinkin, and Pietro Shakarian. My research assistant, Mariya Salier, provided expertise, both technical and substantive, well beyond that of the usual assistant. David Johnson’s daily email digest, Johnson’s Russia List, which includes non-mainstream articles and other materials, has been invaluable, as it is for anyone occupied with Russia. Also valuable is the website of the American Committee for East-West Accord (eastwestaccord.com), of which I am a board member, edited by James Carden.


Farther away, my longtime friend Dmitri Muratov, chief editor of Russia’s most important independent newspaper, Novaya Gazeta, made my views accessible to readers in that country by translating and publishing a number of the articles in this book. (Reactions, not surprisingly, were mixed but nonetheless valuable.)


At The Nation, Ricky D’Ambrose, an innovative filmmaker in his other life, played an indispensable role every Wednesday by shepherding each weekly commentary from my computer to the website and in the process by making important editorial improvements.


And at the end, despite my missed deadlines, Tony Lyons, Oren Eades, and the team at Skyhorse Publishing turned my manuscript into this book with remarkable speed and skill.


I am very grateful to all of these people. And, of course, to John Batchelor, who gave me a national platform and made my evidently distinctive voice widely recognized from shops and restaurants to airports and a hospital operating room.


But the book would not have been possible in any way without the support of my wife, Katrina vanden Heuvel, who is Editor and Publisher of The Nation. I owe her much more than gratitude. My commentaries put her in an unenviable position. That she did not “fully agree” or “only partially agreed” with many of them was customary in our thirty-year marriage. That some members of The Nation community were outraged by not a few of my commentaries, and made their “concerns” known privately and publicly, put a special burden on Katrina.


So did other public attacks that named her as my accomplice, even though Katrina has a long editorial history of printing a range of views on controversial subjects, including Russia. And even though she has her own very well-informed views on matters related to Russia frequently expressed not only in The Nation but also in her weekly Washington Post web column. In the age of widely professed feminism, it puzzles me why my critics so often associate Katrina with my views in virtually hyphenated ways.


Whatever the explanation, readers will understand why I owe my wife much more than gratitude. Whatever her own opinions, no matter the external pressures, Katrina posted every commentary I wrote.


All that said, I must emphasize, especially in these toxic times, an important caveat. Anything ill-informed or otherwise unwise in this book is entirely of my own doing.


SFC


October 2018









Prologue


The Putin Specter—Who He Is Not




“Putin is an evil man, and he is intent on evil deeds.”


—Senator John McCain1


“[Putin] was a KGB agent. By definition, he doesn’t have a soul.”


“If this sounds familiar, it’s what Hitler did back in the 1930s.”


—2016 Democratic Presidential Nominee Hillary Clinton2,3





THE SPECTER OF AN EVIL-DOING VLADIMIR PUTIN HAS loomed over and undermined US thinking about Russia for at least a decade. Inescapably, it is therefore a theme that runs through this book. Henry Kissinger deserves credit for having warned, perhaps alone among prominent American political figures, against this badly distorted image of Russia’s leader since 2000: “The demonization of Vladimir Putin is not a policy. It is an alibi for not having one.”4


But Kissinger was also wrong. Washington has made many policies strongly influenced by the demonizing of Putin—a personal vilification far exceeding any ever applied to Soviet Russia’s latter-day Communist leaders. Those policies spread from growing complaints in the early 2000s to US-Russian proxy wars in Georgia, Ukraine, Syria, and eventually even at home, in Russiagate allegations. Indeed, policy-makers adopted an earlier formulation by the late Senator John McCain as an integral part of a new and more dangerous Cold War: “Putin [is] an unreconstructed Russian imperialist and K.G.B. apparatchik…. His world is a brutish, cynical place…. We must prevent the darkness of Mr. Putin’s world from befalling more of humanity.”5


Mainstream media outlets have played a major prosecutorial role in the demonization. Far from atypically, the Washington Post’s editorial page editor wrote, “Putin likes to make the bodies bounce…. The rule-by-fear is Soviet, but this time there is no ideology—only a noxious mixture of personal aggrandizement, xenophobia, homophobia and primitive anti-Americanism.”6 Esteemed publications and writers now routinely degrade themselves by competing to denigrate “the flabbily muscled form” of the “small gray ghoul named Vladimir Putin.”7,8 There are hundreds of such examples, if not more, over many years. Vilifying Russia’s leader has become a canon in the orthodox US narrative of the new Cold War.


As with all institutions, the demonization of Putin has its own history. When he first appeared on the world scene as Boris Yeltsin’s anointed successor, in 1999–2000, Putin was welcomed by leading representatives of the US political-media establishment. The New York Times’ chief Moscow correspondent and other verifiers reported that Russia’s new leader had an “emotional commitment to building a strong democracy.” Two years later, President George W. Bush lauded his summit with Putin and “the beginning of a very constructive relationship.”9


But the Putin-friendly narrative soon gave away to unrelenting Putinbashing. In 2004, Times columnist Nicholas Kristof inadvertently explained why, at least partially. Kristof complained bitterly of having been “suckered by Mr. Putin. He is not a sober version of Boris Yeltsin.” By 2006, a Wall Street Journal editor, expressing the establishment’s revised opinion, declared it “time we start thinking of Vladimir Putin’s Russia as an enemy of the United States.”10,11 The rest, as they say, is history.


Who has Putin really been during his many years in power? We may have to leave this large, complex question to future historians, when materials for full biographical study—memoirs, archive documents, and others—are available. Even so, it may surprise readers to know that Russia’s own historians, policy intellectuals, and journalists already argue publicly and differ considerably as to the “pluses and minuses” of Putin’s leadership. (My own evaluation is somewhere in the middle.)
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